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chapter one 


Adventurers Wanted 


Alex and his friends gathered around the small opening, preparing for what they 
had to do. His eyes fixed on the darkness in front of him and a shiver ran down 
his back. The darkness didn’t bother him, but the smell coming from the cave 
did. It was a nasty mix of rotten eggs and meat that had been left out too long, 
and it turned his stomach. Looking away, he tried to think of something happy, 
but nothing came to him. 

Everything that had happened to him in the past few months seemed like a 
dream, a dream that was fast becoming a nightmare. They had reached the goal 
of their great quest. Alex had thought this day would never come, and for a 
moment he wondered why he was here. 

“In we must go, or give up our quest,” said Bregnest in a grim tone. 

“To some this would seem foolish, but let us seek our fate and trust to luck,” 
Skeld added, looking as serious as Alex had ever seen him. 

Foolish, thought Alex. That was a good word for what they were about to do. 
Foolish or incredibly brave, he couldn’t decide which. It didn’t really matter 
though, because Alex knew he would go into the dark cave with his friends. He 
looked around at his seven companions and smiled, remembering how he had 
gotten here. 

It had been a normal day when he had wished for a life different from the one 
he had known, a life of adventure. Yes, it had been a day like every other day he 
could remember—before he became an adventurer. 


x OOK OK 


Alex had lived above the Happy Dragon tavern for as long as he could 
remember and there had been times when he’d enjoyed the sounds of the 
customers, the clinking of glasses, and the wonderful smells coming from the 
kitchen. The tavern was usually a happy place, but right then it was hard for 
Alex to think of anything happy. 

“Tt wasn’t even my fault,” Alex said to himself as he clenched and unclenched 
his hands inside his jacket pockets, trying to work off his anger. If only he could 
run away from his life, run away to a place where no one would know him. He 
wanted to change his life, but he knew his wish was foolish and nothing would 
change. Frustrated, he walked faster than normal, ignoring the people and traffic 
around him. 


It wasn’t fair that he had been yelled at for breaking the glasses. His 
stepbrother, Todd, had tripped him as Alex was carrying the glasses to the 
kitchen. Todd hadn’t meant to get him in trouble, or even to make him drop the 
glasses. He was always just goofing around. It was just Alex’s bad luck that he 
got blamed when the joke went wrong. 

Turning onto Sildon Lane, Alex slowed his pace and took a deep breath to 
calm himself. Todd was two years older than Alex, and as stepbrothers went, he 
wasn’t all bad. The problem with Todd was that he was always doing things he 
shouldn’t have been, or that he didn’t really think through. It wasn’t Mr. 
Roberts’s fault that it looked like Alex was to blame for whatever happened. 
Todd was good at disappearing when things went wrong, leaving Alex to answer 
for what had happened. 

Alex always called his stepfather “Mr. Roberts” or “sir” and Mr. Roberts was 
a busy man. He often didn’t have time to listen to Alex’s explanations of what 
had happened before he started yelling. Alex knew running the Happy Dragon 
was difficult work, and always being shorthanded didn’t help Mr. Roberts’s 
temper. 

Alex paused and looked at his reflection in the dirty window beside him. His 
blue-green eyes looked back at him, and he could see the troubled look on his 
face. Smiling weakly at his reflection, he used both hands to flatten his ruffled, 
sandy-blond hair. He was being foolish and he knew it. But he couldn’t deny he 
still felt unhappy and frustrated with his life and he longed for something 
different. 

Alex shook his head to clear his thoughts as he continued to walk down the 
lane. He glanced at the shop windows as he passed them, not really looking for 
or seeing anything. He felt his anger burning out, just like it always did when he 
took time to think about things. 

He knew that when he got back to the tavern, Mr. Roberts would apologize 
for yelling at him and Todd would apologize for getting him into trouble. 

Mr. Roberts was a large man who shouted a lot, but never really got angry 
about anything. He had always treated Alex well enough, but he had never 
seemed like a real father, at least not to Alex. Even though he knew in his heart 
that Mr. Roberts and Todd would do anything for him, Alex felt alone in the 
world. And in some ways, it was the truth. His mother had died when Alex was 
only seven, and he had never known his real father. He didn’t have any relatives, 
or at least none that he knew about. 

Alex smiled as he remembered his mother, even though the memory made 
him sad. She had always told him that he could be whatever he wanted to be, if 
he just tried. Right now he wanted to be anything except the dishwasher at the 


Happy Dragon. 

Alex stopped and looked back at the bookshop window he had just passed. It 
looked like the same bookshop he had walked by hundreds of times before, but 
there was something different about it today. Instead of the normal pile of dusty 
books in the window, there was a large, brightly painted sign with two words 
printed on it in large red letters 


Adventurers Wanted 


Alex stared at the sign for a minute, forgetting his troubles. He wondered 
what the sign might mean and why it was in the bookshop at all. It looked out of 
place in the window. He moved closer to the glass and tried to look into the 
shop, cupping his hands around his eyes to cut out the afternoon glare, but he 
couldn’t see anything. Puzzled, he looked back at the sign to see if he’d missed 
something. In deep blue letters the sign now said 


Adventurers Wanted 
Apply Within 


Alex stepped back and shook his head before looking at the sign again. The 
red letters were back, and he wondered if he’d seen the blue letters at all. He 
focused on the sign for several minutes without blinking, just to be sure, but the 
red letters remained unchanged. 

Alex looked up and down the lane, wondering if anyone else had noticed the 
sign. The normally busy lane was oddly empty. There were several parked cars, 
and a few people walking at the far end of the lane, but nobody close. It was still 
early afternoon. There should have been dozens of people and cars crowding 
Sildon Lane. 

Looking back at the window, Alex jumped when he saw the sign had changed 
for a third time, this time to shiny gold letters. 


Great Adventures 
Reasonable Prices 
Apply Now 
Butterflies whirled in Alex’s stomach. Something strange was happening; 


signs didn’t change in an instant. There must be some reasonable explanation for 
what he was seeing. He moved closer to the window again, looking to see if 


there was some mechanical device that had changed the sign while he hadn’t 
been paying attention. All he could see was the cardboard sign—a sign that 
changed every time he looked away. 

Alex moved to the bookshop door. He looked up and down Sildon Lane once 
more, but even the few people he had seen before were gone. Taking a deep 
breath, and considering how best to ask about the sign in the window, he pushed 
open the door and walked into the shop. 

“Good afternoon,” said a happy voice as soon as the door had closed behind 
Alex. “Here to get an adventure, no doubt.” 

Alex looked around the shop to see who had spoken. He spotted a short, 
round, balding man standing behind a dusty, book-covered counter. 

“No, I—” Alex began. 

“Thought you might like to try being an adventurer,” the man finished for 
him. “Excellent career choice I must say.” 

“N-no,” Alex stammered. “I was just wondering—” 

“Oh, not to worry,” the man interrupted again. “We don’t charge unless 
you’re completely happy with the adventure. And our prices are very reasonable. 
In fact, most adventures build the cost right in, so there’s no need for you to 
worry about payment at all.” 

“Yes, but—” 

“Come along then,” said the man with a laugh, turning away from the counter 
and walking toward the back of the shop. “We’ll just get some information and 
see what kind of adventure we can find for you.” 

“T only wanted to ask about the sign,” Alex said in a rush, afraid the man 
would interrupt him again. 

“Yes, it’s quite a good one, isn’t it?” the man replied, smiling fondly at the 
sign displayed in the window. “I’ve only just put it up today, and you’re the first 
one to notice it. Now, come along.” 

Not knowing what else to do, Alex followed the man through the blue velvet 
curtains that divided the back of the shop from the front. The man moved 
quickly and by the time Alex stepped through the curtains, the shopkeeper was 
already sitting behind a desk, shuffling through a pile of papers. He seemed to be 
looking for something special and ignored Alex completely. 

Alex approached the desk and looked at the papers scattered across the 
desktop and the floor. He tried to read what was printed on them, but it was 
impossible because more papers kept flying everywhere as the man continued 
searching through them. Alex stood and waited for the man to say something. 

“Here we are,” said the man, pulling a single page from the pile. 
“Adventurers’ Application. Exactly what we’re looking for.” 


“Excuse me, sir,” said Alex. “Who are you?” 

“Who am I?” the man echoed. “Why, I’m Cornelius Clutter, of course.” 

“And you . . . sell adventures?” 

“Of course I do,” replied Mr. Clutter with a smile. “Didn’t you say you saw 
the sign in the window?” 

“Yes.” 

“Well, that says it all, doesn’t it?” 

“Yes, but—” 

“T mean, it would be silly for me to put up a sign offering adventures if I 
didn’t sell them, wouldn’t it?” Mr. Clutter asked in a kindly voice. “No good 
advertising for things you haven’t got, is it?” 

“No, I suppose not.” 

“Of course not. That would be silly. And one thing Cornelius Clutter is not is 
silly.” 

“No,” Alex agreed, not wishing to offend Mr. Clutter. “But I’m not sure—” 

“You’re not sure if you’re properly suited to be an adventurer,” Mr. Clutter 
finished for him. “Well, not to worry, the application will sort that out. After all, 
you’re already here, aren’t you?” 

“But” — 

“No, no, don’t worry,” said Mr. Clutter, looking down at the paper in his 
hand. “Let’s just see what we have once the application is filled out.” 

Alex looked around Mr. Clutter’s office, feeling slightly nervous. He’d only 
wanted to know about the sign in the window, not fill out some application to 
become an adventurer, whatever that was. He was sure, however, that any 
objection he made would be brushed aside before he could get the words all the 
way out. He also felt certain that any answer of Mr. Clutter’s would have nothing 
at all to do with his question. 

“Have a seat then, mister? Mister? Mister what?” asked Mr. Clutter, looking 
at Alex and pointing to a large chair in front of his desk. 

“Taylor,” Alex answered, sitting down slowly. “Alexander Taylor. But I go by 
Alex.” 

“Ah, well, we’ll jot that down,” said Mr. Clutter, taking a pen from his desk 
and starting to write. “Now then, Mr. Taylor—or may I call you Alex?” 

“Yes, please.” 

“Thank you. Now then, Alex, what is your age?” 

“Fifteen.” 

“A bit young,” Mr. Clutter said, scribbling on the paper in front of him and 
making a soft clucking sound. 

“PII be sixteen in two months,” Alex added quickly, not liking the frown that 


had appeared on Mr. Clutter’s face. “I turn sixteen at the end of October.” 

“Ah, well, that does make a difference. I find it’s best to start a career early. 
So, any special abilities?” questioned Mr. Clutter. 

“None that I know of.” 

Mr. Clutter nodded, writing something down. “We’ll put you down as 
untested then.” 

“Yes, I suppose so,” Alex replied. He didn’t know what Mr. Clutter meant by 
“special abilities” or “untested,” but he didn’t dare ask any questions. 

“Ah, yes, now a more difficult question,” said Mr. Clutter, the corners of his 
mouth twitching as he tried not to smile. “Would you have any problems 
traveling with female adventurers?” 

“What?” Alex asked, blushing at the question. 

“Well, as I’m sure you know, there have always been female adventurers,” 
Mr. Clutter said quickly. “And many of them have found a great deal of success. 
It’s just that, well, some male adventurers don’t think the ladies belong—if you 
know what I mean. A bit silly if you ask me, but people can be silly about things 
like that.” 

“No, I don’t have a problem with female adventurers,” said Alex. 

“Right,” Mr. Clutter went on without waiting for Alex to say anything more. 
“Do you believe in brownies, dragons, dwarfs, elves, fairies, ghosts, goblins, 
griffins, pixies...” 

Mr. Clutter continued to read names from the paper and Alex listened closely 
as the list went on and on. He wondered how long it would be before Mr. Clutter 
ran out of breath. Alex had never heard of most of the things on the list before, 
and those he did recognize, he didn’t believe in anyway. After several minutes, 
and what seemed like hundreds of names, Mr. Clutter appeared to be winding up. 

“. . . Sea serpents, skin changers, trolls, werewolves, and wraiths?” Mr. 
Clutter took a deep breath and looked at Alex. 

“Well,” said Alex, feeling uncomfortable. “I—” 

“We’ll just put yes on that one, shall we?” Mr. Clutter interrupted. “Not to 
worry, not to worry, most people don’t know half of the creatures listed.” 

“No, I suppose not.” 

“And we’ll put yes down on number seven as well. Everybody says yes to 
number seven.” 

“Number seven?” 

“And let’s see. We should put down unknown on magical ability and 
resistance to curses.” 

“j” 


“And yes to willing to learn magic,” Mr. Clutter continued happily, marking 


the page in front of him as if Alex wasn’t there. “We should put no to affiliated 
with dark creatures. And no to evil intent.” 

“Does anybody say yes to evil intent?” Alex asked, more to himself than Mr. 
Clutter. 

“Tt’s better to be safe than sorry,” Mr. Clutter replied, looking up from the 
page. “We have to ask, it’s on the form.” 

“Oh,” Alex said, surprised that Mr. Clutter had answered his question directly. 

“Any experience with weapons?” Mr. Clutter asked suddenly. “You know— 
sword, ax, bow. Anything at all?” 

“No,” Alex answered, confused. 

“Ah, well,” said Mr. Clutter, looking back to the paper on his desk. “Not a 
problem, not a problem at all. Lots of first-timers don’t have any experience with 
weapons.” 

“Are there many first-timers?” Alex asked, not terribly surprised when Mr. 
Clutter didn’t answer. 

“That about does it I think,” said Mr. Clutter, standing up. “If you’ll just sign 
here at the bottom, we’ll see what we can do about finding you an adventure.” 

“Yes, well,” Alex began as Mr. Clutter forced the pen into his hand and 
pointed to the place where he should sign. “I don’t—” 

“T’m sure this seems very fast,” said Mr. Clutter, tapping the page in front of 
Alex. “It’s just that I know of an adventure that’s about to begin, and if we get 
your application to them quickly enough, they may take you along.” 

“Oh,” was all Alex could think to say. He paused, then signed his name in the 
spot next to Mr. Clutter’s finger. 

“Excellent,” said Mr. Clutter, taking the pen and looking over the signed 
application. “If you’ll follow me, I'll see if I can arrange an interview 
immediately.” 

Confused by everything that was happening, and a little breathless because of 
Mr. Clutter’s way of talking very fast, Alex considered running for the door. He 
was curious, however, and the idea of adventures had caught his interest. And 
although he didn’t believe in magic, he thought perhaps he could. 

Alex followed Mr. Clutter out of the room and down a long, wood-paneled 
hallway. There were several doors on either side of the hallway, but Mr. Clutter 
led Alex straight to the door at the far end. 

“If you’ ll just relax in here for a few minutes,” Mr. Clutter said, opening the 
door for Alex, “I’ll see if I can arrange your interview.” 

Alex was about to say, “Thank you, but I really have to be going,” but he 
never got the chance. Mr. Clutter shut the door and was gone. Alex was alone in 
a large room with a warm fire and several comfortable-looking chairs. Two small 


tables with large silver lamps on them had been pushed against one wall of the 
room and there was a large window on the back wall. Alex looked around, but 
there was nothing more to see. 

“This is complete madness,” Alex said to himself as he started pacing around 
the room. Mr. Clutter must be mad, or maybe worse, Alex thought as he 
continued to circle the room. Pll just make some excuse to get out of the shop 
and go back to Sildon Lane, that’s all. 

Making his way to the window at the back of the room, Alex looked outside 
absently. He was trying to think of an excuse to leave, but what he saw outside 
the window made him forget everything. The view was not of an alleyway or a 
backyard, but of a snow-covered countryside. Rubbing his eyes to make sure he 
was seeing clearly, Alex looked closer. The view did not change like the sign 
had. He could see people moving around a small cluster of houses. Outside the 
window, it had started to snow and, try as he might, Alex couldn’t find an 
explanation for what he was seeing. After several minutes of staring out the 
window, Alex moved to the fireplace and dropped into a large leather chair, 
dazed. 

He had almost convinced himself that Mr. Clutter was simply crazy. Yes, it 
would have been nice to believe in magic and adventures, but there really were 
no such things. Alex was starting to wish he had never come into the bookshop. 

Suddenly the door opened, shaking him from his thoughts. Mr. Clutter had 
returned, and two people were following him. 

“Now then,” Mr. Clutter began in a businesslike tone. “This is Mister 
Alexander Taylor, but he goes by Alex. He has applied for an adventure, and 
naturally I thought of you gentlemen.” 

Alex’s eyes grew wide as he saw the two people who had followed Mr. 
Clutter into the room. The first man was barely five feet tall, with wide shoulders 
and short legs. He wore large leather boots and a blood-red shirt. His beard 
reached to just below his belt. The second person was close to six feet tall, with 
long, silver-blond hair and a happy, almost glowing, face. His clothes seemed to 
be all different shades of green, but Alex couldn’t tell what they were made of. 
As he looked at the two strangers, Alex realized that these were not normal 
people at all. 

“Hmmm,” said the short one, looking at Alex. “Not had many applicants 
lately, have we?” 

“Well, no,” Mr. Clutter admitted in an apologetic tone. “However, this young 
man seems willing, and I’m sure he would be an excellent addition to your 
adventure.” 

“Really,” the short man replied, turning to look at Mr. Clutter. “Would you 


say that if you were going on this adventure, Clutter?” 

“Well, my adventuring days are over,” replied Mr. Clutter, stammering 
slightly but continuing to smile. “But Alex seems an excellent choice for a first- 
time adventurer. You’ve seen his application, and applications are almost always 
right.” 

“Would you bring us some tea?” asked the second man in a clear, musical 
voice. 

“Yes, of course,” said Mr. Clutter, turning to go. “Pl bring it right along then, 
shall I?” 

“Give us a few minutes,” replied the second man with a slight smile. “We 
need to ask some questions first.” 

Mr. Clutter was out of the room without another word, leaving Alex alone 
with the two strangers. The men seemed not to notice that he was staring at them 
as they moved two chairs closer to the fire and took their seats. There was an 
uncomfortable minute of silence, and Alex wondered if he should say 
something. 

“Well,” the man with the musical voice began, “I suppose 
introductions are in order. My name is Arconn. I am, as you may have guessed, 
an elf of the house of Dalious, hailing from the great forest lands of Delanor.” 

Alex couldn’t have said anything if he’d tried. He had no idea what the 
“house of Dalious” was or where the “lands of Delanor” were, but he had 
noticed that Arconn, though looking normal enough, had oddly pointed ears. 

“I’m Thrang Silversmith,” said the short man. “Son of Thorgood Silversmith. 
From the land of Thraxon.” 

“I...” Alex started then stopped. 

“You are Alexander Taylor,” said Arconn. “We’ve seen your application, so if 
it’s all right with you, we’ll call you Alex.” 

“All right,” Alex managed to reply. 

“He’s not sure what to make of us, I reckon,” said Thrang with a short laugh. 
“Thinking we’re just a couple of strange men, he is.” 

“Oh, no,” Alex said quickly. 

“Don’t worry *bout it,” Thrang continued, waving off Alex’s words. “Most 
first-timers don’t know what to make of their new companions.” 

“T suppose not,” said Alex. “I’m not at all sure about any of this.” 

“That is an excellent place to start,” said Arconn happily. 

“Tt is?” Alex asked. 

“Course it is,” Thrang answered in a more serious tone. “Not being sure 
leaves your mind open to all kinds of things, don’t it?” 

“T suppose it does,” Alex admitted. 


“Well, then, we’re looking for an eighth person to join our adventure,” said 
Thrang. “Clutter says you might be our man.” 

“Yes, well [—” 

“I think he will do nicely,” said Arconn. “Not too sure of himself, but 
willing.” 

“Needs to be outfitted,” said Thrang, stroking his beard. “Be no good taking 
him dressed like that.” 

“Dressed like what?” Alex asked, looking down at his clothes. 

“You’re hardly dressed for an adventure.” Thrang laughed. 

“T wasn’t planning to go on an adventure,” Alex answered defensively. “I 
wasn’t planning any of this.” 

“The best ones never do,” said Thrang. 

“May I ask, then,” said Arconn in a slightly concerned tone, “why did you 
come here?” 

“What?” Alex asked. 

“How did you enter Mr. Clutter’s shop, and more important, why did you 
enter Mr. Clutter’s shop? It’s not as if just anyone can get in, after all.” 

“T saw a sign in the window,” Alex replied. “The sign seemed to change every 
time I looked at it, so I thought I’d ask about it in the bookstore.” 

“T see,” said Arconn, leaning back into his chair. “And do you think anyone 
else noticed the sign?” 

Alex thought. “Sildon Lane was strangely empty when I noticed the sign. I 
was going to ask someone in the street if they noticed the sign changing, but 
when I looked around, there was nobody there.” 

“Course not,” said Thrang in a matter-of-fact tone. “That’s because you 
weren’t really there either.” 

“What do you mean? Of course I was there. If I wasn’t there, how could I 
have seen the sign?” 

“An interesting question,” Arconn said in an understanding voice, “as not 
many people ever see the sign, and fewer still ever ask about it.” 

“Tm sure I don’t know what you are talking about,” said Alex, not liking the 
way the conversation was going. All of this talk about people not seeing a sign 
that was in plain view concerned him. “I really should be going,” he continued 
quickly. “Mr. Roberts will be looking for me soon, and—” 

“He won’t be looking at all,” said Arconn calmly. “Because, in fact, you 
haven’t been gone long at all.” 

“But I have,” Alex insisted. “It must be an hour or more since I left.” 

“He don’t understand,” said Thrang, looking amused. “He don’t know what 
we’re on about.” 


“No, I understand,” said Alex. “But I really should be getting back. I have a 
lot of work to do at the tavern—” 

“Let me explain,” said Arconn, cutting Alex off and motioning for him to sit 
down in a chair. “I promise, you won’t be late getting back to your work if you’ ll 
just listen.” 

Alex sat down on the edge of his chair, not sure he really wanted anything 
explained to him. Since entering the shop, every time he’d managed to get a 
question answered things seemed to make less sense. 

“We are adventurers,” Arconn began. 

“He knows that much,” Thrang interrupted. “You’ve got to tell him why he 
won’t be late getting back to work.” 

“Of course,” said Arconn. “But I want to go step-by-step, so he will 
understand exactly what is happening.” 

“Oh, fluff,” said Thrang, blowing air out of his mouth loudly. “You’re telling 
him like he was a child. Just give it to him plain and let him think it over.” 

“Very well,” said Arconn. “I suppose you’re right.” 

Alex’s eyes moved from Thrang to Arconn. He thought he should just leave, 
but part of him—the part that wanted to believe in adventures and magic—made 
him stay to hear what Thrang and Arconn had to say. 

“The first thing you need to know is about magic,” said Arconn. “The sign in 
the window is a magic sign. That’s why it seemed to change every time you 
looked away from it.” 

“Magic?” asked Alex. 

“Don’t interrupt,” said Thrang, making himself more comfortable in his chair. 
“Jus’ listen to everything, then think it over.” 

“You saw the sign because the sign called to you, or showed itself to you, if 
you like,” Arconn continued. “And you didn’t walk into a bookshop, you walked 
into Clutter’s Adventure Shop.” 

Alex leaned forward, feeling he should say something, but a stern look from 
Thrang stopped him. 

“When you entered the shop, you passed through a magic gateway,” Arconn 
said. “Gateways are a bit difficult to explain, as they only open when they are 
needed, and then only for certain people. Only a true adventurer could see the 
magic sign and pass through the gateway, so you must be an adventurer, even if 
you don’t know it.” 

Alex shifted in his chair but didn’t say anything. None of this made any kind 
of sense to him, but strangely, he found himself wanting, even trying, to believe 
what Arconn was saying. 

“Time as you know it doesn’t matter here, because no matter how long you 


stay on this side of the gateway, you’ ll never be late for anything on the other 
side of it. When you go on an adventure, time is real enough, but that’s only time 
where you are,not where you came from,” Arconn continued. 

Alex thought for a minute. Arconn’s explanation was clear enough, but still, 
Alex couldn’t believe that time could be different here. 

If he accepted the idea of magic, and the simple fact that a dwarf and an elf 
were sitting in front of him made magic seem possible, then it all made sense. 
The trouble was, even if he wanted to believe in magic, that didn’t make it real. 

“When you go on an adventure, time passes normally,” Arconn said. “You get 
older, grow larger, everything. Then, when you complete the adventure and 
return through the gateway, you return to the way you are now.” 

“That’s right,” Thrang said with a smile. “Wouldn’t do to get home and be 
years older than when you left, would it? Being gone for only a few seconds and 
aging several years would be hard to explain to anyone.” 

“Yes, I suppose it would,” Alex admitted. 

“And when you go on another adventure, you can choose what age you want 
to start at,” Arconn added. “Of course, you have to choose from the ages you 
were in a previous adventure.” 

“What?” Alex asked. 

“Tt’s simple,” Thrang answered. “Say you was on a ten-year adventure. By the 
time you get done, you’d be twenty-five. You can’t go back home being twenty- 
five—not if you left at fifteen only a few seconds before. So when you get back, 
you magically return to the age you were when you started. Then later you go on 
another adventure, but you don’t want to start at twenty-five and get older, and 
you don’t really want to start at fifteen again. So you can choose to start 
somewhere between the two—like twenty.” 

“Oh,” said Alex, nodding his understanding. It made sense the way Thrang 
and Arconn explained it, but part of him still felt like he should be getting back 
to the Happy Dragon. 

“If you’re willing to accept the fact that there’s magic involved, everything 
else is easy,” Arconn finished with a smile. 

“Tt does make things simpler,” Alex admitted. 

For several minutes Alex sat quietly and thought about what Arconn and 
Thrang had said. It all made sense—if there was such a thing as magic. If not, 
then he would be very late getting back to work and in for a real scolding. 

“Just bring the tea in, then, shall I?” Mr. Clutter questioned, pushing the door 
open and stepping into the room. “Nice bit of green tea and some cakes.” 

“That will be fine,” replied Arconn, without looking away from Alex. 

Alex watched Mr. Clutter as he carried a large, silver tray into the room. It 


was easier to watch Mr. Clutter than to think about magic and gateways and 
adventures because then he didn’t have to decide if he believed in any of it. 

“Come on, then,” said Mr. Clutter, looking at one of the tables next to the 
wall. 

To Alex’s amazement, the silver lamp on the table jumped onto the second 
table and the first table walked awkwardly into the empty space between Alex, 
Thrang, and Arconn. 

Rubbing his eyes in disbelief, Alex felt completely numb. The table started to 
spin as he watched it, and right before his eyes it changed. What had been a 
small, rectangular table was now a large, round table. Mr. Clutter sat the tea tray 
on the tabletop without a care. 

“How’s it going, then?” Mr. Clutter asked. 

“Just fine,” replied Arconn. “We’ve been explaining things to Alex.” 

“Explaining?” asked Mr. Clutter, a slight note of concern in his voice. 

“He don’t know nothin’ ’bout magic or adventures, you great pelican,” said 
Thrang in a disgruntled tone. 

“Doesn’t know about adventures or magic?” Mr. Clutter repeated, glancing 
quickly at Alex. “But the sign . . . the gateway. I assure you, gentlemen, only a 
true adventurer could have passed through the gateway.” 

“That may be true, Clutter,” replied Thrang. “But the fact is, this boy knows 
nothin’ ’bout being chosen or adventures or anything.” 

“Doesn’t know about being chosen?” Mr. Clutter looked confused. “Well, 
then, how did he get into the shop?” 

“We will call that a lucky chance,” said Arconn. “Thank you, Mr. Clutter. 
We’ ll serve ourselves.” 

Mr. Clutter left the room, scratching his head and mumbling to himself. It 
sounded to Alex like he didn’t believe what Thrang had said, and was sure that 
everybody knew about adventures and magic. 

“Tea?” questioned Arconn, filling a large cup and holding it out for Alex to 
take. 

“What?” said Alex, still dumbfounded by the moving table. 

“Have some tea,” said Thrang, holding out his own cup for Arconn to fill. “A 
bit of tea and a cake or two and you’|! feel much better.” 

“No, thank you,” Alex said, distracted. All the talk about magic and time 
being different and gateways and signs that other people couldn’t see had his 
head spinning. He didn’t know what to make of any of it, though he had to admit 
that it was exciting. 

“Have a cake then,” said Thrang, pushing a large plate 
full of cakes toward him. “Always better to think on a full stomach.” 


Alex smiled weakly and took a cake from the plate. He didn’t feel hungry, but 
it gave him something normal to think about. Thrang and Arconn didn’t say 
anything at all as they drank their tea and ate several cakes. 

Alex stared at his uneaten cake for a long time. He wished he’d never entered 
the bookshop to ask about the sign, and he wondered how he was going to get 
back to the Happy Dragon. 

Thinking about everything he’d heard and seen so far, Alex had to admit that 
there must be magic, because he’d seen the table move on its own and change its 
shape. Plus he was sitting with a dwarf and an elf, which was something he’d 
never expected to do. He still had no idea what his new companions meant by 
his being chosen, but he decided not to worry about it right then because his 
head was starting to hurt. 


chapter two 


Mr. Clutter’s Back Door 


“So,” said Thrang, setting his teacup down and wiping his mouth with his 
shirtsleeve. “What do you think, Alex?” 

“T’m not sure,” said Alex. 

“Excellent,” said Arconn. “Shall we discuss the contract?” 

“Contract?” 

“Adventurer’s bargain, if you prefer, or agreement if that suits you,” replied 
Thrang. “After all, we can’t go on an adventure together without a bargain.” 

“Oh, I see,” said Alex with a nod, though he didn’t see, not really. He hadn’t 
really expected his wish for a different life to come true, but somehow it had. 
Now he had to decide if he was willing to accept the new life he was being 
offered. 

But what if this isn’t real? Alex wondered. Maybe it was all some big joke, or 
some kind of game that he didn’t know about. What if it was one of those TV 
shows that played jokes on people and filmed them looking foolish? There was a 
chance, however, that it was real, that everything he’d been told was true, and 
that he could go on a grand adventure. If there was even a tiny chance for a real 
adventure, Alex wanted to be part of it. 

“All right,” he said decisively. “Let’s talk about the contract.” 

“Let’s see,” said Thrang, taking a large piece of paper out of his shirt pocket. 
“First, we should discuss compensation for time spent.” 

“Compensation?” Alex questioned. 

“How much you get paid for the adventure,” replied Thrang, unfolding the 
paper, holding it close to his face and squinting his eyes. “After all, it’s no good 
going on an adventure unless there’s some hope of getting paid for it.” 

“I suppose not.” 

“As a first-time adventurer, you are entitled to one share in twenty of the 
primary treasure, once it’s recovered,” Thrang began. “In addition, you may 
receive bonus treasure as the leader of our company sees fit. Any small or 
magical items you find on your own are yours to keep. Any magical item that 
chooses you as its owner is, of course, yours.” 

Thrang paused for a moment to take a deep breath before plowing on. 

“All secondary treasure recovered is to be divided equally among the 
company. Extra items—that is to say, items that can’t be divided equally between 
the members of the company—go to the leader of the company, who may then 


give those extra items as bonus treasure to anyone in the company whom he 
feels has earned them. Also, in the event that you recover treasure alone, it will 
be divided equally between the members of the company. Normally, an extra 
share of the secondary treasure is given to the adventurer who found it. 

“The leader has the last word about how treasure is divided. At times, the 
honor of dividing treasure may be given to a member of the company. Single 
victory against an enemy is always a reason for the victor to be given such an 
honor. In most cases, the single victor will also receive any treasure that cannot 
be divided equally. This follows the standard rules set out in the Adventurer’s 
Handbook.” 

Alex sat motionless, listening to Thrang, his thoughts spinning. What did he 
mean, “one share in twenty of the primary treasure,” and, “magical items” that 
might choose him as an owner? How could an item choose him? 

“He’s confused,” said Arconn, noticing Alex’s puzzled look. “The idea of 
treasure hunting and adventures hasn’t sunk in yet. It is completely new to him.” 

“What?” questioned Thrang, lowering his paper slightly to look from Arconn 
to Alex. “How do you think we pay for the adventure if we don’t collect some 
treasure along the way or at the end?” Thrang demanded. 

“T’ve never thought about it,” answered Alex. The idea of looking for treasure 
seemed odd, but Alex had to admit it made as much sense as anything else he’d 
heard so far. 

“You see, Alex, each adventure has a goal,’ Arconn explained. “And it 
usually involves some kind of treasure or payment.” 

Alex nodded. “What’s the goal of this adventure?” 

“Jumps right to the point, don’t he?” said Thrang, smiling happily. “Got a 
good head for this, I can see it now.” 

“Our goal,” Arconn replied, ignoring Thrang’s comments, “is to kill a dragon 
and reclaim the treasure in its hoard.” 

“Not just any dragon,” Thrang interrupted. “We’re goin’ after Slathbog the 
Red.” 

“And dragons are bad?” Alex asked, sure he already knew the answer. 

“Most dragons are evil, if that’s what you mean,” said Arconn. “Of course, 
there are a few dragons that are decent enough, but normally, yes, dragons are 
considered bad.” 

“And we’re going to kill this Slatsbog?” 

“Slathbog the Red,” Thrang corrected. “Yes.” 

“And take his treasure?” 

“Course,” replied Thrang with a grunting laugh. “No good killin’ a dragon 
and then leavin’ the hoard lying about for anybody who wants it.” 


“May I ask,” Alex said, looking from Arconn to Thrang and back again. 
“Whose treasure is it?” 

“Tt’s Slathbog the Red’s treasure,” answered Thrang, looking surprised by 
Alex’s question. 

“T don’t mean now,” Alex said quickly. “I mean, whose was it before the 
dragon took it? He had to take it from someone, didn’t he?” 

“The treasure of Slathbog has been collected from many places,” Arconn 
explained. “Slathbog has been hoarding treasure for several hundred years.” 

“At least several hundred,” Thrang added. 

“Won’t the people he took the treasure from want it back?” Alex asked. 

“Common law clearly states that whoever kills the dragon gets the hoard. It’s 
on page fifty-seven of the Adventurer’s Handbook,” replied Thrang in a 
businesslike tone. “’Course that don’t mean others won’t try to steal it from us. 
There’s always someone lookin’ for easy treasure, but that’s part of the 
adventure, isn’t it?” 

Alex rubbed his eyes. The idea of killing a dragon and taking its treasure 
sounded dangerous to him. It didn’t matter that he’d never seen a dragon and had 
no idea what a real dragon might look like. More troubling was the thought that 
if they did manage to kill the dragon and collect its treasure, other people might 
try to take the treasure from them. For the moment, Alex had completely 
forgotten that he didn’t really believe in dragons or magic because somewhere in 
the back of his head, a small voice whispered, It might all be real, you know. 

“Don’t worry about losing the hoard,” said Arconn in a reassuring tone. 
“Killing the dragon will be the hardest part of this adventure. Getting the 
treasure home will be easy, once we have it.” 

“Of course,” said Alex. “But I can’t help thinking that we’ll just be doing the 
same thing the dragon did.” 

“What’s that?” Thrang questioned. 

“Well, the dragon killed people and took their treasure. Now we’re going to 
try to kill the dragon and take the treasure from him,” Alex replied in a 
thoughtful tone. 

“Yes, I see what you mean,” Arconn agreed with a nod. “But there is more to 
it than just killing Slathbog and taking the treasure.” 

“Much more than that,” Thrang added quickly. “We’re on a quest and that 
makes all the difference.” 

“A quest?” 

“We’re not going after the dragon merely to get the treasure,” Arconn 
explained. “Our quest is to kill Slathbog the Red. He is evil, which is reason 
enough to try to destroy him, but there is even more to it than that. In time, 


Slathbog will decide that he doesn’t have enough treasure. He will start to think 
that he hasn’t destroyed enough cities or eaten enough people. Eventually he will 
leave his lair, looking for a new one—a new one where he can hoard more 
treasure and kill more people. That’s the way it is with evil dragons I’m afraid, 
and the only way to stop them is to kill them.” 

“So this Slathbog,” Alex said slowly. “He’s destroyed several cities and killed 
lots of people?” 

“At least five cities that I can name,” answered Arconn in a serious tone. 
“There may be more as Slathbog may have been called something else long ago. 
So to stop his evil forever, we must try to destroy him.” 

“T see,” said Alex thoughtfully. 

“If you agree to this quest and accept the bargain, you need to sign the 
contract,” said Thrang, pointing at the paper in his hand. 

“May I ask a few more questions first?” 

“Yes, of course,” said Arconn. 

“How many of us will be on this adventure?” Alex thought twenty would be a 
small number to attack a dragon, especially one like Slathbog the Red. 

“Eight, as I said before,” answered Arconn without saying anything more. 

“Do we know how to kill a dragon?” Alex asked hopefully. “I mean, is there a 
special way that dragons are killed?” 

“There’s lots,” Thrang answered enthusiastically. “But none of them are one 
hundred percent effective. There’s always some risk when goin’ against a dragon 
—that’s why so few adventurers ever do. Powerful creatures, dragons, and 
magical as well.” 

Alex thought about Thrang’s answer for a minute before asking his next 
question. The fact that he didn’t believe in dragons was lost in the flood of 
questions that the little voice in the back of his head was asking. 

“Tf only eight of us are going, why are there twenty shares in the hoard?” 

“Said he had a good head for this.” Thrang laughed. 

“Shares are given to each adventurer based on experience and special skills,” 
answered Arconn. “First-time adventurers get one share, experienced 
adventurers get two, the leader gets three. A wizard would also get three.” 

“Do we have a wizard?” Alex asked hopefully. 

“No,” said Thrang, stroking his beard. “Couldn’t find one available. Mind 
you, there aren’t many wizards around these days, and very few of them ever go 
on adventures.” 

“That’s only sixteen shares,” said Alex, quickly thinking the numbers 
through. 

“Well, one share goes to Clutter for setting up the adventure,” Thrang said. 
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“And one goes to the Widows and Orphans fund, which is normal for most 
decent adventurers. Then there’s a share set aside to pay expenses the group 
might have while on the adventure.” 

“That’s nineteen,” said Alex, not sure why he was so interested in how the 
treasure was divided. He felt certain that the dragon would be keeping all of the 
treasure, and he and his new companions would be coming home empty-handed, 
if they came home at all. 

“There’s an extra share for whoever kills the dragon,” said Thrang with a 
grunting laugh. “If more than one adventurer is in on the kill, they split it up.” 

“Oh,” Alex managed to say as thoughts of dragons raced through his head. 

“Course there’s other places to get treasure along the way,” Thrang added 
happily. “Always the chance of runnin’ into goblins or bandits, maybe even a 
troll, isn’t there? That’s where the bit about secondary treasure comes into play.” 

Alex didn’t like the sound of goblins, bandits, or trolls. 

“Before you decide, there are a few other things you should know,” said 
Arconn. “In signing this document, you pledge to do all you can to help the 
company achieve its goal. You promise to never desert the company for any 
reason. You agree to take orders from the company’s leader, and if worse comes 
to worst, you promise to return the belongings of the other company members to 
their families or heirs.” 

“Oh,” said Alex. “It’s just . . . I mean, the thing is—” 

Arconn was looking at him, and something in his look made Alex stop 
talking. 

“Alex,” said Arconn in a soft voice. “Fate has chosen you to go on this 
adventure. It is your destiny to become an adventurer. If you throw away this 
chance, you will regret it for the rest of your life. You may not understand 
everything we’ve said, or even believe it, but it is all true.” 

There was a sudden spark in Alex’s chest, and an odd electric pricking in his 
fingers and toes. He felt a real desire to go on this adventure. He didn’t 
understand why, but it felt right in a way that he couldn’t explain, not even to 
himself. All of his short life he’d wanted to do something different, something 
exciting. He’d never had the chance until now, and he knew that Arconn was 
right and that he would regret it if he didn’t go. 

“All right, Pll go,” said Alex, taking the paper from Thrang and signing his 
name to it. “What’s the worst that could happen?” 

“You don’t want to know,” replied Thrang with a snort of laughter. 

“Perhaps not,” Alex admitted, handing the paper back to Thrang. “Now 
what?” 

“Now we go to Telous,” said Arconn, his eyes gleaming. “The adventure 


begins.” 
x OK OK 

Alex followed Thrang and Arconn as together they made their way back to 
Mr. Clutter’s office. 

“All settled then?” Mr. Clutter asked, looking up from his desk as the trio 
entered the room. 

“Signed and ready to go,” Thrang answered, handing Mr. Clutter the paper 
Alex had signed. “Need you to file that for us, if you would.” 

“Right you are,” said Mr. Clutter. “You’ll be on to Telous then?” 

“Yes,” said Arconn, looking over his shoulder. “Through the wardrobe?” 

“Oh, no,” Mr. Clutter answered, his smile fading. “Someone tried to bring a 
bummblehog through there earlier today; it’s quite a mess.” 

“Bummblehogs don’t like wardrobes,” said Thrang, nudging Alex with his 
elbow. “In fact, there isn’t much that bummblehogs do like.” 

Alex wondered what a bummblehog was, but decided he might be happier not 
knowing. He looked around the room, and for a moment thought about running 
for the door, a last desperate hope to escape before it was too late. But he knew 
he wouldn’t run. Nobody had forced him to sign the Adventurer’s Bargain; he’d 
done that on his own. And now that he’d agreed to go, part of him was really 
looking forward to it. 

“Out the back door if that’s all right,” said Mr. Clutter, his smile returning. 
“Tt’ll put you just outside of Telous and give young Mr. Taylor a chance to see 
the town.” 

“Very well,” said Arconn, walking to the far side of the room. “Thank you for 
the tea and your help, Mr. Clutter.” 

“Not at all, not at all,” replied Mr. Clutter with a laugh and a wave of his 
hand. “Always happy to help.” 

“Off we go then.” Thrang nudged Alex with his elbow again. “No sense 
hangin’ round here when there’s an adventure waitin’.” 

“No,” Alex agreed. “I suppose not.” 

Alex followed Thrang, joining Arconn by the wall. He couldn’t see any sign 
of a door. Without a word, Arconn reached out and knocked three times on what 
appeared to be a solid wall. To Alex’s surprise, the silver outline of a door 
suddenly appeared exactly where Arconn had knocked. 

“See you when you get back,” Mr. Clutter called, turning back to his desk and 
shuffling through papers once more. 

Arconn pushed on the silver outline and the door swung open to reveal a 
sunny green field and a bright blue sky. Alex stared in amazement as Arconn 
stepped through the doorway. Thrang laughed at the stunned look on Alex’s face 


and nudged him forward. Nervously, Alex followed Arconn through the door 
and into the field. He turned just in time to see Thrang step through the doorway. 
The silver door faded behind him, disappearing with a small pop. 

“Going to be a nice day,” said Thrang, stroking his beard thoughtfully. “Clear 
mornings like this are always good for adventures.” 

Alex didn’t say anything, stunned by the sudden change in their location. He 
wasn’t sure what to think, and he wondered what he’d gotten himself into. 

“I know it seems strange the first time,” said Arconn in a reassuring tone. 
“You'll get used to it after an adventure or two.” 

“Let’s go,” said Thrang, starting off across the field. “Bregnest will be 
waiting.” 

“Bregnest?” Alex questioned as he hurried after Thrang. 

“Silvan Bregnest, the leader of our adventure,” said Arconn. 

Alex didn’t ask any more questions as they walked through the open field. He 
felt strange and out of place. Walking with a dwarf and an elf was new to him, 
and he wasn’t sure how or what he should be feeling. Any worries he’d had were 
fading fast, however, and the longer they walked, the happier he felt about his 
decision. 

A small town came into view ahead of them as they left the field behind and 
started down a stone-paved road. Alex guessed that the town must be Telous and 
he looked around curiously. 

Alex’s first impression of Telous was that everything looked extremely old. 
The town wasn’t shabby or run-down—it was actually well-kept and clean—it 
just felt old. The stone buildings along the road all looked as though they had 
been standing there for ages. The smell of woodsmoke filled the air, and the 
morning sun quickly warmed the stones beneath his feet. 

Alex’s eyes moved wildly as he walked through the streets of Telous. The 
signs in the shop windows advertised all kinds of things he’d never seen in any 
shop at home. The people on the street were dressed much like Thrang and 
Arconn—in brown and green clothes made for the rugged outdoors—nothing at 
all like the people in Sildon Lane who usually wore suits and ties. 

“We’ll find Bregnest at the Swan,” said Thrang, pointing to a large building 
ahead of them. “I suppose the others will be there too.” 

The Golden Swan was three stories tall and stood alone in the center of 
Telous. It had white walls and many windows, each with emerald-green shutters 
and trim. Alex thought the building looked friendly and inviting. A large golden 
swan with emerald eyes hung above the main entrance of the tavern. Alex 
wondered if the swan was made of solid gold. 

“Best tavern in Telous,” Thrang commented to Alex with a smile. “And the 


favorite of most adventurers.” 

“Tt’s very impressive,” Alex managed to say as they walked through the main 
doors. 

Alex and Arconn followed Thrang into one of several small rooms on the 
right-hand side of the building. The room was brightly lit by the sunlight 
streaming in through the windows and the several lamps that hung from the 
ceiling. 

“Thrang,” a voice called from the far corner of the room. “About time you got 
back.” 

“Not easy findin’ our eighth man,” replied Thrang. “Lucky we was able to 
find anyone at all.” 

“Times aren’t what they were,” said the man in a serious tone. “But we 
needed eight for the job. Who have you found?” 

“This is Alexander Taylor,” said Arconn, as they crossed the room. “He goes 
by Alex, and this is his first adventure.” 

The man looked at Alex, his eyebrows rising. “I’m not too keen on taking a 
first-timer on a trip like this.” 

“He was referred by Mr. Clutter,” said Arconn. “The Oracle did say eight, and 
now we are eight.” 

“All the same,” said the man, as he stood and took a step toward Alex, “I’d be 
happier if he had some experience.” 

“We couldn’t find no one with experience,” said Thrang, his voice a little 
tight. “We’re in a rush, and he was available. Besides, he’s already signed the 
Bargain.” 

“Very well,” replied the man, stretching out his hand to Alex. “Silvan 
Bregnest.” 

“Pleased to meet you,” Alex replied, taking his hand and shaking it. 

“Clutter referred you then, did he?” Bregnest asked, returning to his chair. 

Alex nodded cautiously. 

“He’s a good judge, normally,” said Bregnest. “Hasn’t been wrong in more 
than four hundred years.” 

“And he wasn’t wrong then, not really,” said Thrang, signaling for a barman 
to bring him a drink. 

“Perhaps not,” Bregnest agreed. 

Silvan Bregnest looked like a serious man to Alex. He was tall and lean, with 
gray eyes that shone brightly with an inner light. Most of his long, black hair 
was pulled into a neat ponytail at the back of his neck, but there was a single 
narrow braid hanging down either side of his face. He appeared to be a rugged 
man, tough and hardened by time and travel, and Alex felt a little uneasy 
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standing under his gaze. 

“Where are the others?” Thrang asked, taking a large mug from the barman. 
“They’ Il be wantin’ to meet young Alex here.” 

“They went to check on the horses,” said Bregnest, turning his attention away 
from Alex. “They should be back anytime now.” 

“We’ll need to get Alex outfitted,” said Thrang in a matter-of-fact way. 

“Andy can take him,” replied Bregnest. “We need to talk.” His eyes flicked to 
Alex and back to Thrang, who grunted into his mug. 

For several minutes there was silence, except for the sound of Thrang 
drinking from his mug and the fire burning in the grate. Arconn sat beside 
Bregnest, calmly looking out the window. 

Alex, not knowing what else to do, remained standing. He was just beginning 
to think that he should sit down as well, when a noisy group entered the room 
behind him. 

“We’re ready to go,” a tall blond man called across the room to Bregnest. 
“Just need our eighth man and we’re off.” 

“We have eight,” replied Bregnest, standing and nodding toward Alex. “This 
is Alexander Taylor,” he said. “He goes by Alex, and this is his first time out.” 

“Skeld, son of Haplack,” said the blond man, grabbing Alex’s hand and 
shaking it vigorously. “Glad you’re with us.” 

“So am I,” Alex managed to say, surprised by Skeld’s introduction. 

“If you’ ll allow me,” said Bregnest, pushing Skeld to one side. “Alex, I’d like 
you to meet your other companions on this adventure.” 

Skeld stumbled slightly as Bregnest pushed him again, but he continued 
smiling. He looked both strong and happy, and Alex liked him instantly. 

“This is Tayo Blackman,” said Bregnest, indicating a 
dark-haired man who was standing behind Skeld. Tayo nodded slightly to Alex 
but did not offer his hand. Alex thought Tayo’s face and dark eyes looked 
extremely sad. 

“This is Halfdan Bluevest,” Bregnest continued, pointing to a young-looking 
dwarf. “As you might guess from the look of him, he’s Thrang’s cousin.” 

“A pleasure,” said Halfdan as he bowed to Alex. 

“And last but not least,” Bregnest said. “Anders Goodseed. We all call him 
Andy.” 

“A great pleasure,” said Andy, nudging Halfdan in the ribs as he too bowed to 
Alex. 

“The pleasure is mine,” Alex managed as he remembered his manners and 
bowed slightly. 

“So, we’re off today then, are we?” Skeld questioned with a smile. 


“Alex needs to get outfitted first,” replied Bregnest, moving back to his chair. 
“Andy, go with him and get him set up, will you.” 

It was more a command than a question, and Andy bowed slightly to 
Bregnest before turning to Alex and motioning for him to follow. 

“We should be able to get everything he needs,” said Andy. “What about 
payment?” 

“Tell them Pll stand good for it,” said Thrang, lowering his mug and winking 
at Alex. 

“Very well,” replied Andy, starting toward the door. 

“And Andy,” Thrang called after them. “Make sure to get him a decent bag.” 

“Of course,” Andy answered. 

x OK OK 

After Alex and Andy had left the room, the others gathered around Bregnest. 
They were undertaking a dangerous adventure and there were several things they 
needed to discuss. Not least among their concerns was the selection of Alex as 
the eighth member of their company. 

“He’s very young,” said Tayo, looking at Bregnest grimly. “He’s not trained, 
and he’s unprepared for what lies ahead.” 

“He comes highly recommended,” Thrang replied, watching Bregnest over 
his mug. “And he’s large for his age.” 

“His hands are well-callused so he knows how to work,” Skeld commented 
thoughtfully. “Dragons are difficult though, and his size and willingness to work 
won’t help much. We can teach him some basics on the road, of course, but with 
two so young, it will be hard.” 

“Tt would be hard with experienced warriors,” Halfdan added. “I don’t see 
how we can succeed as we are.” 

“What do you say, Arconn?” Bregnest questioned, his gaze settling on the elf. 
“Do you have an opinion on this?” 

“A feeling more than anything else,” replied Arconn, turning away from the 
window for the first time since he’d sat down. “A feeling that I find hard to 
voice.” 

“Will you try?” Bregnest persisted. 

“I feel we are fortunate to have him with us,” Arconn answered in a slow and 
thoughtful tone. “I cannot say why, but I feel that it will be good both for him 
and for us.” 

“Elves often feel things that others cannot,” said Bregnest, almost to himself. 
“Yet I also feel that this is for the best, and I am glad that Alex is our eighth.” 

“Something the Oracle told you?” Skeld asked, his eyebrows rising. 

“What the Oracle says to a man is for him alone to know,” replied Bregnest 


with a half-smile. “As you know well enough, Skeld.” 

Skeld laughed and signaled for the barman to bring drinks for them all. 

“I knew you would not answer straight,” Skeld said with a mischievous smile 
on his face. “And I know how it annoys you when I ask.” 

“And you will have your fun,” said Bregnest. “But enough of this. We will go 
with what—and who—we have, and hope for the best.” 

“Excellent,” said Thrang, taking another mug from the barman. “Let’s drink 
on it.” 

“Drink on it indeed, master dwarf,” Bregnest chuckled. “But not as much as 
you may like. The road ahead will be long and hard, and we start early in the 
morning.” 


chapter three 


Magic Bag 


Alex followed Andy into the streets of Telous. He was relieved that Thrang 
had offered to pay for what he needed because he didn’t have any money of his 
own. He wasn’t even sure what kind of money was used in Telous, and he hadn’t 
thought to ask. 

“First time?” Andy asked. 

“Yes, it is,” replied Alex, a little ashamed of his answer. 

“You’re lucky,” Andy said, taking no notice of Alex’s tone. “Most first-timers 
go on really dull adventures. This one sounds very exciting and should be great 
fun.” 

“Fun?” Alex wondered why anyone would think trying to kill a dragon would 
be fun. 

“Tt’s better than my first,” said Andy. “My first adventure was incredibly dull, 
and we didn’t find much treasure at all.” 

Alex looked closely at Andy for the first time. He was tall and blond, perhaps 
twenty-five years old, but his baby face made him look younger. He seemed 
happy to be on an adventure, or perhaps he was just happy. Alex decided that he 
liked Andy, and that Andy would be the one he’d ask about things he didn’t 
understand. 

“T’m a little surprised that Arconn and Thrang picked a first-timer,” said Andy 
as they walked into a shop. “But I suppose they know what they’re doing.” 

Alex wanted to say he thought Arconn and Thrang had made a huge mistake, 
but kept that to himself. It was obvious Andy had a great deal of respect for 
Arconn and Thrang, and Alex didn’t want to anger his new companion by saying 
something stupid. 

As the day went on, Andy led Alex to several shops around Telous. After 
each of their stops, Alex was carrying more and more packages, many of which 
he didn’t even recognize. Andy helped Alex carry his new things, and tried to 
answer some of Alex’s questions as they went. 

Alex, struggling to carry all the packages Andy had purchased for him, 
wondered how he would be able to carry everything with him on the adventure. 
There were shirts and pants and blankets, two new pairs of boots, cooking pots, a 
tent, and several other camping items. He was also worried that Thrang would be 
upset about the amount of money they’d spent. Andy kept shopping however, 
unconcerned about the number of items they were buying or the prices. 


“We’ve spent an awful lot of money,” Alex said as he struggled to keep ahold 
of his packages. “I don’t want to take advantage of Thrang’s goodwill.” 

“We’re almost done,” said Andy, shifting some of the packages he was 
carrying from one arm to the other. “Thrang offered to stand good for you, so 
don’t worry.” 

“But I’m sure he didn’t know we’d be spending so much,” Alex protested. 
“And I can honestly say I don’t know how much we’ve spent.” 

“You don’t know how much we’ve spent?” Andy asked in a puzzled tone. 

“T don’t know anything about the money here,” Alex admitted. 

“What do you use at home, then?” 

“We have metal coins, but we also use paper money.” 

“Paper money?” said Andy, the smile on his face showing he thought Alex 
was joking. 

“Tt’s true,” Alex insisted. “We don’t use gold or silver coins at all.” 

“Tt’s easy—one gold coin is worth thirteen silver coins. Didn’t the adventurer 
who took you to the Oracle explain about money and treasure?” Andy asked. 

“T didn’t go to an oracle.” 

Andy stopped dead in his tracks. “Then how were you chosen as an 
adventurer?” 

Alex explained about seeing the sign in the shop window and what had 
happened at Mr. Clutter’s shop. He was happy to go over all the details again for 
Andy because it helped him get things straight in his own mind as well. 

“No wonder Thrang and Arconn asked you to join us,” said Andy, sounding 
impressed. “I’ve only heard of two other people seeing the sign and that was 
years ago.” 

“That’s strange,” said Alex. “The sign was in plain view, anybody could have 
seen it.” 

“T doubt that,” said Andy with a laugh. “The sign may have been in plain 
view for you, but I doubt that anyone else—even another adventurer—would 
have seen it.” 

“Why?” Alex questioned. 

“T’m not sure I can say,” answered Andy. “It might have something to do with 
magic, or maybe it was your fate to see the sign when you did. Whatever the 
reason, I’m sure it was good fortune that you saw it.” 

Alex thought about Andy’s answer, but he wasn’t sure what to think. He 
shook his head and pushed Andy’s explanation to the back of his mind for now, 
more worried at the moment about Thrang and the money they’d spent. He told 
Andy his feelings but he just smiled at Alex’s concern. 

“I guess you don’t know much about dwarfs,” said Andy as they started 


walking again. 

“No, I don’t,” Alex admitted. 

“I know a little, and PII tell you this,” said Andy, catching a package as it 
slipped out from under Alex’s arm. “Dwarfs are careful with their money. 
They’re not cheap or miserly or anything like that, but they’re careful just the 
same.” 

“And we’re spending Thrang’s money quickly,” said Alex. 

“What you need to understand is this,” Andy continued, taking no notice of 
Alex’s comment. “If a dwarf offers to stand good for you, he expects you to 
spend freely.” 

“T don’t understand,” said Alex, trapping a package under his chin. 

“Once he’s offered to stand good for you, he’ll expect you to take advantage 
of his offer,” Andy explained. “It would be an insult to him if you didn’t buy 
everything you needed—and the best of everything you needed at that.” 

“An insult?” Alex wondered out loud as they entered another shop. “I would 
insult Thrang if I didn’t spend as much of his money as I could?” 

“You’re not spending as much as you could,” Andy laughed, piling Alex’s 
packages in the corner of the shop. “You’re not spending like there’s no 
tomorrow, or buying more than you need. You’re just spending as much as you 
need on what you need.” 

“But it seems to be a lot.” 

“And it is,’ Andy agreed. “But if you don’t have the best of everything you 
need, Thrang will take it as an insult.” 

“But can he afford what I need?” 

“As long as you spend it on what you need, Thrang would happily let you 
spend all the gold in his bag—down to the very last coin,” Andy replied. “And 
between you and me, I don’t think we could spend everything in Thrang’s bag in 
a lifetime of trying.” 

“That’s crazy,” said Alex, stacking packages on top of the pile Andy had 
made. 

“Tt may sound crazy to you and me, but that’s how dwarfs are,” Andy replied, 
turning to look for the shopkeeper. 

Alex thought about what Andy had said, but it still didn’t sound right. Thrang 
had been extremely generous, and Alex couldn’t help feeling he was taking 
advantage of the dwarf. 


Knowing that every gold coin was worth thirteen silver coins didn’t help at all. 
“What will it be then, gentlemen?” asked a round shopkeeper in square 
glasses. “Something in a deluxe model with a pool? Or maybe a nice garden?” 


“Nothing so grand, master bag maker,” replied Andy. “My friend needs a top 
quality bag, but hardly a pool or a garden.” 

“Ah, yes,” the shopkeeper said, looking at Alex. “Something in a three- or 
four-room model I should think. That’s always the best place to start. You can 
add on later as you need to.” 

“Okay,” said Alex slowly. 

“Sorry, Alex,” said Andy, noticing the confused look on Alex’s face. “You’ve 
never seen a magic bag before, have you?” 

Alex shook his head. 

“Do you have a demonstration model that my friend and I can look at?” Andy 
asked the shopkeeper. 

“Oh, yes,” the shopkeeper replied. “I have a lovely four-room model that you 
can look at right over here.” 

Alex and Andy followed the shopkeeper to the back of the shop. On a table 
was a leather bag with a long strap attached to it and silver fastenings at the top. 
The bag was about twice as long as it was wide, and Alex thought it looked like 
a postman’s bag. 

“Standard passwords,” said the shopkeeper, nodding to Andy, before leaving 
to help another customer. 

“Right,” said Andy. He turned to Alex. “All you have to do is pick up the bag, 
open it, and say ‘enter.’” 

“What?” Alex asked. 

“Just do it,” Andy laughed. “It will be all right.” 

Alex hesitated for a moment before reaching for the bag. The leather was soft 
and flexible, but the bag appeared to be empty. He was sure this must be some 
kind of joke, but he couldn’t see what the joke was. 

“Go on,” urged Andy. “Pll be right behind you.” 

“Enter.” 

Everything went dark. Alex felt like he was dropping from a high place and 
spinning slightly as he fell. Then, as quickly as the feeling started, he felt himself 
come to a sudden stop. He could feel a stone floor under his feet, but everything 
was still dark. 

“Lights,” Andy’s voice said from the darkness next to him. 

Several lamps sprang to life, and Alex could see he was standing in a large 
square room made of stone. The room was empty except for a doorway in one 
wall. 

“Sorry about that,” said Andy, moving toward the doorway. “I thought the 
lamps would be burning. If I’d known they were out, I would have come first.” 

“Where .. . where are we?” 


“In the bag,” Andy replied happily. “Let’s see the other rooms.” 

“Wait. What do you mean, in the bag?” 

“We’re in the leather bag on the table,” said Andy, as if there was nothing 
strange about his answer. “It’s a magic bag after all. What did you expect?” 

“I... I don’t know,” said Alex. 

“TIl try to explain,” said Andy, motioning for Alex to follow him into the 
next room. “You can tell by how much gear you already have that we will have a 
lot of things to carry with us on this adventure. But there are only eight of us to 
carry it all, right?” 

“Right,” Alex answered. 

“And we’d need a lot of horses to carry all of our gear and supplies if we 
were going to carry it the normal way,” Andy continued. 

“Yes, I suppose so,” Alex agreed. 

“That would attract a lot of attention, wouldn’t it?” 

“T suppose it would.” 

“So instead of all that extra attention and the extra work of taking care of so 
many horses, we use magic bags,” Andy concluded with a smile. 

“I still don’t understand,” said Alex. 

“What’s not to understand? A magic bag lets you carry all your gear in a very 
small space. And believe me, it makes life a lot easier.” 

“T’m sure it does, but how does it work?” Alex questioned. 

“Tt’s magic,” laughed Andy. “It’s like Arconn always says, ‘If you’re willing 
to accept the fact that there’s magic involved, everything else is easy.’” 

Alex had never really thought about magic, or at least not real magic, and he 
wasn’t sure how he felt about it. He had seen the table at Mr. Clutter’s move and 
change shape, but that wasn’t really the same as this, was it? Looking around the 
stone room, however, he had to believe there was magic. 

“Not a bad size,” said Andy as they walked around the different rooms. “If we 
have one room modified to expand as needed, and add a little furniture, you 
should be good to go.” 

“Expand as needed?” Alex asked. 

“If we manage to get the hoard from Slathbog, your share wouldn’t fit into 
just these four rooms,” Andy answered with a laugh. “If half the tales of 
Slathbog’s treasure are true, you’|l need twice as much space just to get started.” 

“And magic can make one of the rooms bigger as it fills up?” Alex asked, 
trying hard to understand. 

“Exactly,” said Andy. “You can use the other rooms to keep your things in. 
You’ ll probably collect a lot of things as we travel.” 

“Okay,” said Alex, still a little unsure about how the magic bag worked. 


“Don’t worry,” said Andy. “We’ll get you set up, and I’ll show you how to 
work the bag until you get the hang of it.” 

“Does everybody in our group have a magic bag?” 

“Of course. Most adventurers do. I have a five-room bag that my father gave 
me. I’ll have to show it to you sometime. Of course you should be careful who 
you show your bag to,” Andy cautioned. “And you shouldn’t share your 
passwords with anybody, not if you can help it. Well, except your heir, of 
course.” 

“Passwords?” Alex asked. 

“Like when you said ‘enter’ before,” replied Andy. “That’s the standard 
password to get in, and there’s a different one to get out—‘exit.’ You’ll want to 
use something different for your own bag of course, so not just anyone can get in 
and out of it.” 

Alex decided it all made perfect sense, as long as he accepted the fact that 
magic was involved. He still had his doubts, but they were fading fast. 

“Ready to go then?” asked Andy. 

Alex nodded, his thoughts cluttered with the idea of real magic. 

“TIl just put out the lights before I go,” said Andy. “Then listen carefully so 
you’ll know the password to get out of the bag.” 

“All right,” said Alex nervously. “But if I’m not out in a minute or two, come 
back and turn the lights on.” 

Andy’s laugh was full of kindness and good humor and it made Alex like him 
even more. 

“Dark,” said Andy, and all the lamps went out. “Exit.” 

Alex waited in the darkness. He wasn’t sure if Andy was still there or not. He 
listened carefully, but could only hear his own breathing. Deciding he was alone 
in the bag, he took a deep breath. 

“Exit.” 

As quickly as Alex had entered the bag, he was out of it again. He was 
standing in the brightly lit shop, the soft leather bag in his hands. He looked at 
Andy, a little surprised by how easy it had been. 

“Neat little trick, isn’t it?” said Andy. 

“Very neat,” Alex agreed. “But how do you get things in and out of the bag 
without going in yourself every time?” 

“You hold the bag next to the thing you want to put in and tell the bag where 
to put it. When you need something, you ask for what you want and it’ ll come 
out. You don’t normally have to specify where things are when you’re taking 
something out, unless you have more than one of something. You can practice 
tonight with your packages.” 


Andy went to find the shopkeeper, leaving Alex alone with the magic bag. 
Alex quickly looked around to make sure nobody was watching him, and then he 
looked into the top of the bag to see what was there. The bag was completely 
empty, and Alex’s doubts about magic started creeping into his mind once more. 

After several minutes of discussion and a little debate on price, the 
shopkeeper wrote Alex’s name in a large black book. Alex held the bag while the 
shopkeeper read something in a language Alex didn’t understand, waving his 
hands over Alex and the bag. 

“Its a good thing they bind the bag to you,” said Andy, putting Alex’s 
packages into the new bag. “That way you can’t lose it, no matter what.” 

“Can’t lose it?” 

“Not unless some powerful magic is used against you,” Andy said. “The bag 
will either stay with you, or stay where you put it, no matter what. Unless of 
course you’re dead.” 

“Oh,” Alex said in reply. His head felt stuffed with information, and he was 
afraid he was running out of time to do any serious thinking. 

“There you go,” said Andy, handing Alex his new bag. “All your gear is 
inside and ready to go.” 

“Thanks,” said Alex. “Will we be sleeping inside our magic bags as we 
travel?” 

“Of course not,” said Andy in a surprised tone. “Why would we do that?” 

“Tt seems to me that we’d be safe and comfortable inside our bags,” said 
Alex. 

“Safe until you come out in the morning and find a bunch of goblins standing 
around you,” replied Andy. “How could you warn the rest of us if there was 
trouble?” 

“I didn’t think of that,” said Alex. 

“If you were alone, you could sleep in your bag, I suppose,” Andy went on. 
“But when you are with a company, it is best to camp as a company. We’ll all be 
there if trouble shows up, and it helps to build fellowship as well.” 

“Yes, of course,” said Alex. “It was a foolish question. It’s just that...” 

“What?” 

“Well, we don’t really have magic where I come from,” said Alex. “I mean 
there are people who do things they call magic, but it isn’t real. I don’t know 
anything about real magic, and I don’t know anything about adventures either. 
I’m starting to think I don’t know very much about anything at all.” 

“Don’t worry,” said Andy, slapping him on the back. “You’ll learn quick 
enough as we travel. We all know this is your first adventure, so everybody will 
help explain things to you. As far as not knowing about how magic works, not 


many people really do. Just accept that it does work and try not to worry about 
the why.” 

“All right,” Alex replied. “I guess I’m ready to go then.” 

“Not quite,” said Andy, leading him down a narrow road, away from the 
Golden Swan and the center of Telous. “You still need a weapon. And I know 
just the place.” 

“A weapon?” 

“You can’t go on an adventure without one,” said Andy. “No telling what we 
might run into on the way. And there’s always the dragon at the end of our 
journey as well.” 

“I... I suppose so,” Alex agreed nervously. “But I don’t know how to use a 
weapon. I mean, I’ve never had to, and Mr. Roberts would never allow—” 

“Its all right,” Andy interrupted. “Mr. Blackburn will know what weapon 
suits you best. There will be time for you to learn how to use it on the road.” 

“Yes, but I—” 

“Tt will be all right,” Andy said again. “You need a weapon if you’re going on 
this adventure, it’s as simple as that.” 

Alex could see that Andy was right. He thought about the different kind of 
weapons he knew about as they walked toward the edge of town and wondered 
what kind of weapon he, or anybody, could use to kill a dragon. 

“Blackburn’s Smithy,” said Andy, pointing to a fair-sized building that stood 
a short distance from the rest of the town. “One of the best smithys you’ll ever 
see.” 

Alex didn’t reply because this was the only smithy he’d ever seen. He could 
smell coal smoke as they walked toward Blackburn’s and hear the ringing of 
hammers on steel. A new burst of excitement filled him as they entered the 
building, pushing all of his worries to the back of his mind. 

“And what can I help you lads with?” asked a large, bald man in a leather 
apron as soon as Alex and Andy had closed the door. “Looking for something 
special, are you?” 

“My friend needs a weapon,” Andy replied. “First time on an adventure, so he 
doesn’t know what suits him.” 

The bald man eyed Alex and rubbed his chin. “Got any money?” 

“Thrang Silversmith will stand good for him, Mr. Blackburn,” replied Andy. 

“Thrang sent you, did he?” Mr. Blackburn walked toward Alex and Andy. 
“Well, then, we’d best measure and see what’s needed.” 

Alex felt out of place and nervous, but the feeling of excitement kept growing 
inside of him. He was amazed and dazzled as he looked around the smithy. The 
walls were covered with an incredible variety of weapons and armor. There were 


swords and axes of all sizes. Bows, spears, crossbows, hammer-shaped weapons, 
and knives hung on the walls. There were strange curved weapons with blades, 
metal disks that looked like Frisbees, solid-looking plate armor, shiny chain 
mail, metal-covered gloves, and several other things Alex had never seen before. 
He wasn’t sure everything on the walls was even a weapon, but he didn’t have 
time for a closer look because Mr. Blackburn started giving him orders. 

“Hold your arms out,” said Mr. Blackburn. “Out to the sides. Now in front. 
Stand up straight. Now—feet apart.” 

Mr. Blackburn gave Alex a series of orders to stand in different positions and 
poses. After each one, Mr. Blackburn would take a measurement and jot down 
his notes on a small pad. This went on for several minutes, and Alex’s 
excitement was beginning to fade before Mr. Blackburn was done giving him 
orders. 

“Interesting,” said Mr. Blackburn, walking away and leaving Alex with one 
foot in the air and one hand on top of his head. “Oh, you can relax now.” 

Alex let his arms drop to his sides and resumed his normal stance. Being 
measured for a weapon seemed odd, but he didn’t know anything at all about 
weapons so he didn’t say anything. 

“Very interesting,” said Mr. Blackburn again, scribbling on his notepad. “Not 
seen one like this in years.” 

“Like what?” Alex asked nervously. 

“Oh, nothing to worry about,” Mr. Blackburn replied. “Just that you measure 
different than most.” 

“Ts that a problem?” Andy asked, the slightest sound of concern in his voice. 

“No, no problem,” said Mr. Blackburn, taking a large book from a shelf on 
one side of the room. “Not a problem at all.” 

“What type of weapon should we be looking for?” Andy questioned, looking 
more than a little concerned. 

“Just a moment,” said Mr. Blackburn as he flipped through the pages. “Want 
to make sure before I say.” 

Alex looked questioningly at Andy, but Andy only shrugged in reply. Andy’s 
concern, though, made Alex more nervous as he waited to hear what Mr. 
Blackburn would say. 

“Ah,” said Mr. Blackburn at last, snapping the book shut. “Just as I thought.” 

“What is?” Alex asked. 

“According to the measurements, you’ll do well with most any weapon you 
choose,” answered Mr. Blackburn. “Book says yov’ll do best with a sword or an 
ax... ora staff.” 

“A staff?” Andy jumped in surprise. 


Alex looked from Andy to Mr. Blackburn and back, wondering nervously 
what the big deal was about a staff. 

“That’s what the book says,” answered Mr. Blackburn, 
putting the book back on its shelf. “Book’s never been wrong neither.” 

“He’s not trained for a staff,” Andy said quickly. “We’d better look at swords. 
Maybe an ax or two.” 

“As you wish,” said Mr. Blackburn. “If he’s not trained for a staff, it'll do no 
good looking at them.” 

“What’s so special about a staff?” Alex asked. 

“Staffs are a wizard’s weapon,” said Andy, a look of wonder on his face. 
“Only a wizard can use a staff, and there aren’t many wizards around these 
days.” 

“That’s a fact,” said Mr. Blackburn, nodding. “I haven’t sold a staff in ages 
out of mind.” 

“That can’t be right,” protested Alex. “I’m no wizard. I can’t even do a card 
trick right.” 

“Be that as it may be,” said Mr. Blackburn, shrugging. “Measurements don’t 
lie, and the book’s never been wrong.” 

“We’ll just look at the swords and the axes,” Andy said again. 

“As you wish,” Mr. Blackburn said. 

Mr. Blackburn showed them dozens of finely made swords. He took great 
pleasure in pointing out the special features of each sword, and he insisted that 
Alex hold each one to get a feel for the balance. Alex felt a little awkward 
because he’d never held a sword before and some of them were surprisingly 
heavy. Others didn’t feel right in his hand, though he wasn’t able to say why. 

Mr. Blackburn also showed them several large axes, each with a different 
shaped head. Once again Alex held them all and tried to decide what an ax 
should feel like. After what seemed like a long time to Alex, Mr. Blackburn 
stopped bringing new weapons for him to look at. 

“Made a choice then?” Mr. Blackburn asked politely. 

“T don’t know,” Alex answered. “They are all so well-made that it is difficult 
to choose,” he added quickly for Mr. Blackburn’s benefit. 

“You’ve got to choose something,” Andy urged. “And if you don’t hurry, 
we'll be late for dinner with the others.” 

Alex closed his eyes for several minutes, thinking. He wasn’t thinking about 
which sword or ax to pick though, but about wizards and staffs. He was certain 
Mr. Blackburn’s book was wrong about his being able to use a staff. Finally, he 
took a deep breath and opened his eyes. 

A sword with a blue-black blade seemed to stand out from the others as the 


room came back into focus. The sword had elegant gold inlay on the hilt, and 
Alex thought he could almost read something written in the gold, but he blinked 
and the words disappeared. 

“TIl take this one,” said Alex, picking up the sword. 

“A fine choice,” said Mr. Blackburn with a smile. “Not one of mine, but still a 
fine piece of work.” 

“Tt’s not one of your swords?” Alex asked, liking how the hilt felt in his hand. 

“No, but it’s an excellent piece of work, that’s for sure,” Mr. Blackburn 
replied. “This sword was sold to me by an adventurer, much like yourselves, but 
he couldn’t tell me anything of its history.” 

“And you’re sure it’s a good sword?” Andy questioned in a serious tone. 

“Good as any I’ve ever made,” Mr. Blackburn admitted. “Maybe better. But 
I’ll ask you not to repeat that.” 

While Andy and Mr. Blackburn discussed the price of Alex’s new sword, 
Alex examined every inch of the sword. Mr. Blackburn’s price seemed high to 
Alex, but Andy seemed to think it was fair and agreed to pay in Thrang’s place. 

Mr. Blackburn brought the sword’s scabbard to Alex and bowed slightly as he 
handed it to him. The scabbard, like the sword, was inlayed with gold. Once 
again Alex thought he could make out words mixed in with the swirls of gold, 
and once again when he blinked, the words were gone and only the golden swirls 
remained. 

Alex put his new sword in its scabbard and, with Andy’s help, he managed to 
get it inside his magic bag. They both thanked Mr. Blackburn for his help, and 
then they walked back into Telous. 

Alex couldn’t stop thinking about his new sword, a sword with a mysterious 
past. Mr. Blackburn had made it sound like a sword’s history was important to 
know and it bothered Alex that his sword had no history, or at least none he 
knew about. He also thought it seemed a little odd that he had chosen the sword 
after closing his eyes and thinking about wizards. 

At the back of Alex’s mind, the strange little voice was talking again. Mr. 
Blackburn had said he could use a staff, and that meant he could use magic. The 
idea of using magic and being a wizard excited Alex’s imagination, though he 
knew almost nothing about magic—other than it actually worked—and even less 
about wizards. His thoughts circled endlessly in his mind, before he decided 
finally that it was pointless to worry. 

“Get everything you need?” Thrang asked as soon as Alex and Andy entered 
the Golden Swan. 

“Everything,” Andy answered, handing Thrang the bundle of receipts he’d 
been collecting. “Hope we didn’t go too far.” 


“Or damage Master Thrang’s hoard too much,” Skeld laughed from behind 
Thrang. “But that would take more time than you two had.” 

“Your tongue does more damage than anything else,” said Thrang, glancing 
over his shoulder at Skeld. “Though it looks like these two tried very hard to 
break me,” he added with a wink and a grin. 

“I’m sorry,” Alex started. 

“Not at all, not at all,” said Thrang before Alex could add anything more. “As 
long as you got what you needed, there’s no damage done.” 

“I don’t know how Pll ever be able to repay you,” Alex managed to say, but 
Thrang simply waved his hand and laughed. 

“Tt’s nothing,” said Thrang, tucking the receipts into his belt. “Your friendship 
is payment enough.” 

Alex saw Bregnest come down the main staircase and Andy walk quickly to 
his side. Andy leaned close and whispered something to Bregnest. He glanced at 
Alex, his eyebrows raised, and then nodded to Andy. Alex suspected Andy was 
telling Bregnest what Mr. Blackburn had said about his being able to use a staff. 
He wondered what Bregnest would think, and more important, what he would 
do. 

“Come on then, dinner’s waiting,” said Skeld happily. “Best eat well while 
we can.” 

Alex followed Skeld down a hallway toward the back of the Golden Swan 
with Thrang at his side. Alex wasn’t sure if he should thank Thrang again for his 
generosity or not. He decided not to say anything more, mostly because of what 
Andy had told him about dwarfs. 

At the end of the hallway, they entered a dining room with a huge table that 
barely fit inside. The other members of the company were already seated and 
waiting for them, talking casually about the upcoming adventure. 

“Now we are eight,” said Bregnest, taking his place at the head of the table 
between Thrang and Arconn. “And before we are overcome with food and drink, 
I would like to say a few words.” 

“Food first, talk after,” Skeld said loudly, sliding into his own chair and 
motioning for Alex to take the seat to his right. 

“You’ll eat and drink too much to listen,” Bregnest replied with half a smile. 
“And then you’ ll complain that I never told you anything.” 

“TIl complain anyway,” Skeld laughed merrily. 

“Be that as it may,” Bregnest continued. “First of all, I would like to formally 
welcome our eighth member. As he has just joined us today, and this is his first 
adventure, he may not know all of our ways. I ask that each of you help him and 
be patient with him.” 


The rest of the company voiced their agreement to Bregnest’s request. Alex 
doubted that he knew anything about the ways of adventurers and he wondered 
if he’d ever be able to learn everything he needed to know. 

“One of the first things you should know, Alex, is this,” said Bregnest, his 
face serious and his tone stern. “As we have all signed the Bargain for this 
adventure, there will be no secrets kept in our group. We will all depend on each 
other throughout this adventure and so every member of this company has the 
right to know anything and everything to do with it. And that includes knowing 
things about each other that may affect the success or failure of our adventure.” 

Bregnest was watching Alex closely as he spoke, perhaps judging how well 
Alex took in what he was saying. 

“With that in mind, I feel it important to share some information I have 
learned about Alex,” Bregnest continued. “It seems that the distinguished Mr. 
Blackburn measured Alex for his weapon and found that he is well suited for all 
types of weapons. That alone would mean we have been very lucky in our eighth 
man. What is of more importance to our current adventure, however, is the fact 
that Alex is exceptionally suited to use a staff.” 

Bregnest paused to let the information sink in with the other members of the 
company. Alex felt extremely uncomfortable with everyone looking at him. He 
still thought Mr. Blackburn must be wrong about the staff, but he said nothing. 

“Knew it all along,” said Thrang, tapping the side of his nose with his finger. 
“Something special about that boy. I said as much to Arconn just this morning.” 

“Of course, Alex is not trained, though there is some value even in having an 
untrained wizard with us,” said Bregnest. “Perhaps, when we return from this 
adventure, we can find a wizard for Alex to apprentice with. For now, there is no 
time.” 

“Practical experience is the best teacher,” said Thrang, smiling at Alex. “And 
Arconn and I can each teach him a thing or two while we travel.” 

“Then let us toast our adventure and wish for luck,” Bregnest concluded, 
ringing a small golden bell. 

As soon as the bell had sounded, servants appeared carrying silver pitchers. 
They filled a mug for each of the adventurers, placed the pitchers on the table, 
and left the company alone. 

“What is this?” Alex asked Skeld, who was already raising his mug. Though 
Mr. Roberts ran a tavern, Alex had never been allowed to drink anything 
stronger than soda. 

“Tt’s only a honey cider,” Skeld answered with a smile. “Don’t worry, it’s not 
strong enough to muddle your wizardly wits.” 

“To the adventure and for luck,” said Bregnest, lifting his mug. 


“To the adventure and for luck,” the rest of them repeated as they all stood up. 

To Alex’s surprise, the cider tasted sweet and slightly fruity. 

“Not half bad, is it, your wizardliness?” Skeld laughed and they all sat back 
down. 

“No, it’s not,” said Alex with a smile. “It’s very good, in fact.” 

“Be careful,” said Tayo, who was sitting across the table from Alex. “It may 
taste sweet tonight, but if you drink too much of it, your head will pay come 
sunrise.” 

“And if the sun doesn’t rise, you’ve nothing to worry about.” Skeld laughed 
and took another long drink from his mug. 

Bregnest rang the bell a second time. As before, servants instantly appeared, 
this time carrying large trays of wonderful- smelling food. Alex was stunned by 
the variety of the food he saw on the trays. Mr. Roberts was a good cook, and 
Alex had always had plenty to eat, but no meal he’d ever had compared to the 
meal he ate at the Golden Swan that night. Alex tried everything on the table 
twice, and a few things three times. 

Skeld continued to tease him about being a wizard, and while the idea still 
troubled Alex, it was hard to worry too much with Skeld laughing at his side. 

As the evening wore on, Alex listened closely as the others discussed the 
upcoming adventure. They all seemed to know a great deal about where they 
were going and what they might run into as they traveled. Alex even managed to 
ask a few questions, once his second mug of cider was gone. 

“So when we ride through the great arch, we’re suddenly in a different land?” 

“Yes, and it is there that our journey actually begins,” Tayo answered. 

“But if the arch is magic, why can’t we ride through it and be at the end of 
our journey? You know, close to where the dragon is,” Alex questioned, more to 
himself than the others. 

“Because the arch of each land is in a fixed location,” Arconn explained. 

“And dragons don’t like staying too close to an arch,” Thrang added. 
“Dragons don’t like visitors—unexpected ones least of all.” 

“T see,” said Alex, feeling slightly sleepy. “And I suppose we’d like to be 
unexpected?” 

“Well, if we are expected, old Slathbog will give us a warm welcome, that’s 
for sure,” said Skeld with a grin. 

“Then Skeld might get his wish to die in battle,” Halfdan commented, looking 
over his mug at Skeld. 

“You want to die?” Alex asked in concern. 

“Nobody wants to die,” replied Skeld, his grin faltering just a little. “But if 
death is my fate, PII not run from it.” 


“I don’t understand,” said Alex. 

“No wonder, with all that cider in you.” Skeld knocked his mug against 
Alex’s. “This is not the time to speak of death, but only of success.” 

“Success,” Tayo repeated, lifting his mug as the others followed in the toast. 

Bregnest stood and lifted his mug. “A final toast to friendships, new and old.” 

“Friendships, new and old,” the rest of them repeated and drank. 

As they left the dining room, Alex felt a little lightheaded and wondered if 
he’d drunk too much of the cider after all. 

“Don’t worry,” said Andy, coming up beside him. “The cider here at the 
Golden Swan is charmed, and you won’t have to pay for it in the morning like 
Tayo said. I hope you don’t mind my telling Bregnest, you know, about what 
Blackburn told you. I knew he would want to know, and like he said, we have no 
secrets.” 

“That’s all right,” Alex replied as they walked down the hallway. “I should 
have told him myself, but I still think Mr. Blackburn made a mistake.” 

“This is our room,” said Andy, opening a door. “You should probably practice 
with your bag for a bit before you go to sleep.” 

Alex did want to practice using his new magic bag and he asked Andy to 
explain again how they worked, listening closely to the instructions. For about 
thirty minutes, Alex practiced going in and out of his bag several times before he 
changed the passwords to something he knew he would remember. He wanted to 
tell Andy what the new passwords were, but Andy wouldn’t hear of it. 

“Passwords should be secret,” said Andy in a firm tone. 

“What about no secrets in the company?” 

“That’s for things that might affect the whole company and the adventure.” 

Alex didn’t press the matter, deciding that Andy knew what he was talking 
about. He took out a set of his new traveling clothes from his bag. Laying the 
clothes on a chair, he put the magic bag down carefully beside them. He was 
pleased with his magic bag, and his doubts about that, at least, had faded 
completely. 

“Tomorrow’s a big day,” said Andy, climbing into a large bed on one side of 
the room. “A new adventure to begin, and who knows how it will end.” 

“Do you think we’ll succeed?” Alex questioned, climbing into his own bed. 

“Only fate knows our end,” Andy replied. “Like Skeld, Pll not run from my 
destiny.” 

“Are you and Skeld from the same country?” Alex asked, thinking how alike 
the two men seemed to be. 

“The same land,” Andy answered, turning down his bedside lamp. “Skeld, 
Tayo, and I all come from Norsland.” 


“Will you tell me about your homeland sometime?” Alex asked, turning down 
his own lamp. “I mean, if you don’t mind.” 

“Happily,” Andy replied. “But for now, sleep is more important for both of 
us.” 

“Good night then,” said Alex, pulling his covers up. 

Andy didn’t answer and he already seemed to be asleep. Alex felt tired, but 
his excitement and wonder kept him awake for some time. His fears about 
returning to the Happy Dragon and Mr. Roberts had completely vanished from 
his mind. Now his thoughts were on this adventure he’d somehow stumbled into, 
and he wondered what new things he would learn tomorrow. 

Without noticing, Alex fell into a deep sleep, dreaming of the adventure to 
come. It was a restful dream, full of fun and good friends. He saw great mounds 
of treasure, and magical items that made him laugh. As he slept, his dreams 
shifted from treasure and fun to something darker, something he thought he 
knew but could not name. 

Alex woke with a start, sitting straight up in bed and staring into the darkness 
around him. His heart raced and cold sweat covered his face. He had seen 
something in his dream, something terrifying. Whatever it was, it had tried to 
reach out to him, tried to get hold of him. The dream had been so real. Even as 
he considered what he might have seen, the fear was fading from his mind and 
the cold inside of him was slipping away. Slowly Alex’s heart stopped pounding 
in his ears and he lay back on his bed. It wasn’t long before he was asleep once 
more, and all his fears and thoughts of darkness were lost in a dreamless sleep. 


chapter four 


The Great Arch 


The next morning Alex awoke with his bed shaking under him. At first he 
thought it was his stepbrother, Todd, trying to shake him awake. He rolled over. 
He had been having a wonderful dream about adventures and magic and he 
didn’t want the dream to end. 

“You’ll be late for breakfast,” said Andy, pulling on his boots and stamping 
his feet on the floor. “If you don’t hurry, you won’t get anything at all.” 

Alex jumped out of bed, remembering that this wasn’t a dream. He was on an 
adventure, and there just might be magic. With a rush of happiness, he pulled on 
his new clothes. He knew Andy was joking about not getting any breakfast, but 
the adventure started today and he didn’t want to miss any of it. 

Alex walked to the basin and washed his face and hands. The cold water 
washed away any desire he had for more sleep. His dreams had faded from his 
memory, and the thoughts that had troubled him the day before had vanished as 
well. 

“Bring your bag with you,” said Andy, standing at the door. “We’ll be leaving 
as soon as we’re done eating.” 

Alex put his old clothes into his magic bag as fast as he could and pulled the 
bag’s strap over his shoulder and head. He looked around the room to make sure 
he hadn’t forgotten anything, and then followed Andy into the hallway. They 
made their way back to the dining room where they had eaten the night before, 
and found Arconn waiting for them. 

“Where is everybody?” Alex asked in concern. “We’re not too late are we?” 

“Not late at all,” replied Arconn, ringing the golden bell. “Though you’re not 
as early as you might have been.” 

Servants once again appeared at the sound of the bell, bringing breakfast for 
Alex and Andy. 

“The others have gone to collect the horses,” Arconn said, taking a piece of 
toast. “You’ll have time to eat before they return.” 

Alex and Andy didn’t waste any time, but started piling eggs, bacon, and fried 
potatoes on their plates, and eating at full speed. After several minutes with only 
the noise of their utensils, Andy broke the silence. 

“The others were up early,” he said, spitting bits of toast on the table. “I 
thought we’d all eat together.” 

“The others have many concerns,” said Arconn. “They are less in need of 


sleep and more in need of doing.” 

“Did they sleep at all?” Andy asked, pushing his chair back from the table 
and looking at the dark window. “It’s not even daybreak yet.” 

“We’ ve all slept,” Arconn replied, smiling. “And daybreak isn’t far off.” 

“How far away is the great arch?” Alex questioned, pushing his own chair 
back. 

“Two hours’ hard ride,” answered Arconn. “But we should get there in about 
four hours. Perhaps a little more. I doubt we’ll pass through the arch until after 
our midday meal.” 

“And Bregnest still needs to give us final instructions,” Andy added, looking 
at Alex. 

“Final instructions?” 

“What to do if you get separated from the group, or lost, or something,” Andy 
answered. “You know, just in case.” 

“Or in case you run into trouble that the company needs to know about,” 
Arconn added. 

“Aren’t we all traveling together?” Alex asked in alarm. 

“Yes, we are,” said Arconn with a slight laugh. “But you never know what 
might happen on an adventure. It’s best to be prepared.” 

“If you’re finished, Alex,” Andy said, “we should probably head to the 
stables.” 

Alex swallowed the last bite of his breakfast. “I’ve never ridden a horse,” he 
said, sounding more nervous than he would have liked. 

“Don’t worry,” said Andy, patting Alex on the shoulder. “Bregnest picked 
good horses. I don’t imagine you could fall off unless you really tried. Maybe 
not even then.” 

“Yes, but—” 

“He’s quite right,” said Arconn, standing up. “Bregnest is a good judge of 
horses as well as of men. You have nothing to worry about.” 

Alex was worried, though, even with Arconn’s reassurance. He’d never been 
up close to a horse, not because he’d never had the chance, but because they 
scared him. They were big and seemed to know things about people. Alex 
remembered when Todd had been bitten by a horse. Somehow the horse had 
known Todd was up to something he shouldn’t have been. Alex remembered the 
look in the horse’s eyes and he had stayed clear of horses ever since. 

“These are for you,” said Arconn, handing Alex a package as they walked to 
the front of the Golden Swan. “I thought they might be useful.” 

“Thank you,” said Alex, slightly puzzled. He thought about all the gear he 
and Andy had bought the previous day and wondered what they could have 


forgotten. 

Opening the package, Alex found two books. The first was a thin book bound 
in black leather. Adventurer’s Handbook was written on the cover in silver 
letters. The second book was much larger and its binding was made of 
something Alex didn’t recognize. There was nothing written on the cover of the 
second book, and when he opened it, Alex saw that the pages were covered in 
strange markings he couldn’t read. 

“What is it?” Alex asked. 

“Tt is a book of magic,” Arconn answered in a serious tone. “It will teach you 
many things you may need to know on this adventure. However, it will teach you 
only a small part of what you will need to know if you want to be a wizard.” 

“But I can’t read the writing,” Alex said softly, not wanting to offend Arconn. 

“T don’t imagine you can,” said Arconn, a smile returning to his face. “But in 
time you will learn how to read this book, and I will help you as much as I can.” 

“But you’re not a wizard,” said Alex without thinking. “I mean, you said 
before that—” 

“You are correct.” Arconn laughed. “I am not a wizard and could never be 
one. But that doesn’t mean I don’t have some magic of my own.” 

“T’m sorry, I didn’t mean—” 

“Tt is all right,” Arconn said. “You have much to learn, and your words have 
not offended.” 

“Thank you,” Alex said again, not knowing what else to say. He looked at the 
books once more before putting them in his magic bag. 

“And you don’t need to look so worried, Master Goodseed,” Arconn added, 
looking at Andy. “The others know I have given this book to Alex.” 

“T wasn’t worried,” Andy protested. “I was just curious about the magic bit.” 

“Be careful of your curiosity,” Arconn warned. “Magic in the hands of those 
without the gift is often harmful, both to themselves and to others.” 

“I know it well,” said Andy, bowing slightly to Arconn, a dark shadow 
crossing his face. 

“Here come the others,” said Arconn, stepping into the road. “It’s time for the 
adventure to begin at last.” 

“Courage, master wizard,” Skeld laughed, holding the reins to an extra gray 
horse. “You need not fear so common a thing as a horse.” 

“Pm not a wizard,” Alex replied, embarrassed that Skeld could see how 
nervous he was. 

“She is a kind animal,” Skeld said with a friendly smile. “She’ll carry you far 
and to good fortune.” 

Alex looked at the large silver-gray horse in front of him, a touch of fear 


running down his back. The horse in turn looked at Alex, her clever eyes 
watching him cautiously. Alex stepped closer and put his hand gently on the 
horse’s neck. 

“She is called Shahree,” said Bregnest, riding up to Alex. “It means ‘great 
heart’ in the ancient language of Alusia.” 

“Shahree,” Alex repeated softly. 

The horse shook her head up and down, looking at Alex with what he could 
only describe as happiness. Alex felt a surge of confidence, though he wasn’t 
sure why. Legs shaking only slightly, he climbed into the saddle and tried to 
make himself comfortable. 

“And so we begin,” said Bregnest, starting down the road. 

Alex and his companions formed two lines behind Bregnest and Arconn. 
Thrang and Halfdan rode in front of Skeld and Tayo, while Andy rode next to 
Alex at the back of the group. They followed a well-traveled road that led them 
south out of Telous. Green fields flanked the road on both sides, and a pair of 
low stone walls divided the road from the fields. 

Alex’s fear of riding soon vanished as Shahree carried him gently on her 
back, and after a few minutes, he managed to make himself comfortable in the 
saddle. He watched as the landscape slowly changed from well-kept fields to 
open meadows. The stone walls continued long after the fields were left behind, 
but they finally ended in two large posts at the roadside. 

“We’re leaving the lands of Telous,” said Andy, pointing to one of the posts. 

“What land are we entering now?” Alex asked. 

“This is free land,” said Andy. “It belongs to no one, though the people of 
Telous come here often to hunt.” 

“Hunt what?” 

“Wild game,” Andy laughed. “This land is too tame for anything more than 
deer and rabbits.” 

“Oh,” said Alex, annoyed by how little he knew. 

There was little talk as they rode along, the road slipping away beneath them. 
The large meadows changed to tree-covered hills with smaller meadows between 
them. Several small streams crossed the road, but none of them were very deep. 

After riding for what seemed like a long time, Alex could see two large hills 
ahead of them on the road. A large and ancient-looking tower stood on top of 
each hill. Alex wondered what the towers might be for, and as they continued to 
move toward them, he felt sure that they marked the great arch. His excitement 
grew; he wanted to see the magic arch that would let them pass into a new land. 

“We’ll eat here,” said Bregnest, as he dismounted from his horse. “Fill all 
your water bags and containers. It may be several days before we find good 


water again.” 

Alex climbed off Shahree with a bit of trouble. He was not used to riding, and 
his legs felt wobbly once he was standing again. Shahree stood still for him, 
giving him a look that said, “I understand, and it’s all right.” Alex patted 
Shahree’s neck softly and thanked the horse under his breath. 

Following Andy to a nearby spring, Alex retrieved the many water bags Andy 
had insisted he buy. Yesterday, Alex had thought Andy was mad to insist on so 
many water bags; today, Alex was glad he had them. 

After he’d filled his water bags and stored them in his magic bag, Alex 
walked stiffly back to the others. They were gathered around a small fire, sitting 
quietly and watching as Thrang cooked their meal. 

“Final instructions while we eat,” said Bregnest, accepting a plate of food 
from Thrang. “Then we will arm, and divide some food between us. Am I 
correct in thinking that we all do not have food in our bags?” 

“All but two have food enough,” Skeld laughed, nodding toward Alex and 
Andy. 

Alex hadn’t thought of buying food while he and Andy were shopping the 
day before. Andy hadn’t taken him to any shops to buy food, though now it 
seemed like an obvious thing to think of. Now it was too late, and Alex had no 
idea how much food he would need for himself, let alone the other members of 
his company. 

“T think there will be plenty for all,” said Bregnest with a smile. “It will be a 
good thing for each of us to have some food in our bags. You never know what 
might happen on an adventure. Having a little extra food in your bag might make 
the difference between finishing the quest and starving to death. 

“First, however, the final instructions,” Bregnest continued. “We have all 
signed the Bargain and know what is expected if any or all of our company 
should fall. We have also agreed, except for our eighth man, that if any are lost, 
we will try to find them. The time limit on this search will be thirteen days, as 
specified in the Adventurer ’s Handbook.” 

“Do you agree to this, Alex?” Arconn asked as Bregnest paused. 

“Yes, I agree,” answered Alex. 

“Very well then,” said Bregnest, his tone remaining serious. “After the 
thirteenth day of searching, the lost person or persons are free to do what seems 
best to them. If they wish to continue the adventure to its end or return to Telous, 
none here will say anything against their choice.” 

Alex accepted his own plate from Thrang. The instructions seemed sensible, 
but he hoped he would not need to remember them later. He wondered how he 
would ever be able to find his way back to Telous if he got lost. 


“Finally, I wish you all luck,” said Bregnest with a smile. 

“Luck,” the rest of the company said loudly. 

They finished eating in silence; soon Thrang stood to collect the plates. The 
rest of the company began producing packages of food from their magic bags 
and giving them to Andy and Alex. 

“Thrang and Arconn will keep the freshest things,” said Skeld. “They’ve got 
ice rooms in their bags.” 

“Ice rooms?” Alex questioned, looking at Andy. 

“Rooms that stay cold,” Andy answered. “I thought about ordering you one, 
but I didn’t want to go too far with Thrang’s gold.” 

“A useful room,” said Thrang, as he playfully threw a package of food at 
Skeld. “You’d be wise to get one if you ever have the chance.” 

“When Slathbog’s hoard is ours, PII get one,” Skeld replied as the package 
bounced off his head. 

The exchange of packages went on for some time, and Alex wondered if he 
would have room in his bag for everything. With some difficulty, he managed to 
store everything where he thought he would remember. 

“Time to arm ourselves,” said Bregnest. “We do not know what lies ahead. 
We should be ready to meet whatever we find.” 

Alex carefully retrieved his new sword from his bag. Once again he thought 
he could see words mixed in with the gold swirls on the scabbard, and once 
again they vanished when 
he blinked. Andy showed him how to attach the scabbard 
to his belt and helped him arrange the straps so they looped over his head and 
shoulder. Alex felt uncomfortable with a sword at his side and hoped his 
discomfort didn’t show too much. 

The rest of the company armed themselves as well. Bregnest strapped a sword 
to his side and slung a larger, two-handed sword across his back. He also had a 
round shield with a bright-red dragon’s head painted on it, which he attached to 
his saddle. 

Arconn carried a longbow with a quiver of black arrows on his back and a 
long knife at his side. Thrang carried a large double-headed ax and a short 
sword. He also had a steel helmet with gold and silver inlays, which Alex saw 
him return to his bag. He looked fierce, even without his helmet, and Alex was 
glad he was a friend. Halfdan was equipped much the same as Thrang was, 
though he didn’t look quite so fierce. Tayo, Skeld, and Andy all carried heavy 
swords and shields, though Tayo also carried a long spear and Andy looped a 
fair-sized ax on his belt. 

“Quite a collection,” said Andy. “Now you see why you needed a weapon.” 


“Yes,” said Alex. “But it feels awkward.” 

“You’ll get used to it soon enough,” Andy replied. “It’s best to have a weapon 
handy when you go into wild lands. You should be able to pick up a good knife 
or perhaps an ax to go with your sword as we travel.” 

“So where is the great arch?” Alex asked, his voice lowered so only Andy 
could hear him. 

“Right in front of you,” Andy replied in surprise. 

“T don’t see an arch,” Alex protested. 

“Well, it’s not really an arch. It’s only called the great arch. The two towers 
and the hills are the base of the arch and the sky is the top.” 

“Oh,” Alex replied, feeling a bit unhappy. He’d expected a grand arch of 
finely cut stone, but what he saw was something almost common. 

“Tt is time,” said Bregnest, looking around the group to make sure everyone 
was ready. “We have a long road ahead of us, and a quest to complete.” 

They all climbed back onto their horses. Alex managed it with more 
confidence than he’d had that morning, and he gave another grateful pat and 
thanks to Shahree. Falling into line behind Bregnest and the others, Alex 
followed the road between the towers on the hills and into his adventure. 


chapter five 


Three-Legged Troll 


Once the company had ridden between the hills that marked the great arch, 
Alex noticed a change in the landscape. There were no green fields or meadows 
along the road ahead of them; everything looked brown and dead, like open 
fields after a long winter. The air was colder on this side of the arch as well, and 
the thin clouds dimmed the sunlight. 

“Springtime is slow to come in Vargland,” said Tayo, as he rode in front of 
Alex and Andy. “It will be at least a fortnight before anything green appears.” 

“Vargland?” Alex questioned. 

“That’s where we are now,” replied Andy. “We have passed through the arch 
into Vargland and its wilderness.” 

Tayo grunted. “Tame enough here,” he said over his shoulder. “Not many 
wild things live near an arch.” 

“Why is that?” Alex asked. 

“Good magic, maybe,” Tayo replied. 

“Do many people come to Vargland?” 

“Not so many in recent years,” Tayo answered, as he looked at the land 
around them. 

“I’m surprised there isn’t a town or village closer to the arch,” said Alex. 

“Not many people live near an arch,” said Skeld with a smile. “Maybe that’s 
good magic too.” 

“More good sense than good magic,” said Tayo. 

“Why’s that?” Alex questioned. 

“There have never been a lot of people in the north of Vargland,” answered 
Tayo. “And just because the great arch is here doesn’t mean a lot of people travel 
this way. If you were a trader, you could make a better living in the south and not 
have to face the dangers of these wilder lands.” 

The sun was low in the western sky when Bregnest finally halted the 
company for the night. The wind that had started blowing late that afternoon 
grew in strength, and the clouds that had followed them all day were growing 
darker. The smell of rain filled the cold air as they made their camp, and there 
were distant flashes of lightning. Skeld and Tayo attended to the horses while the 
rest of the company set up the small tents they had brought with them. Alex 
thought it would probably rain before morning, maybe even snow with as cold as 


the wind felt. 

“Here now, Alex,” said Thrang, waving Alex closer. “Pll teach you a bit of 
magic you’ ll find useful on the road.” 

“All right,” said Alex in an uneasy tone. He knew the others thought he had 
magical powers, but he still thought it had to be a mistake. 

“Right then,” said Thrang briskly. “Now, watch closely. Inferno!” Thrang 
commanded, one hand pointing at the small pile of wood he’d gathered. 

A branch burst into flame. The fire quickly spread to the rest of the wood, and 
Alex could feel the heat on his skin. 

“Now pay attention,” said Thrang to Alex. He pointed at the fire once more. 
“Quench.” 

As quickly as the flames had appeared, they vanished and the branches were 
left cold and burnt. Alex put his hand near the pile, but there was no heat at all, 
and no smoke rose from the branches. 

“Good to know how to put out a fire quick if enemies are near,” Thrang 
explained with a smile. “Now you try.” 

Alex scratched his nose as he looked from the branches to Thrang and back 
again. He knew nothing would happen if he tried to copy Thrang’s magic, but he 
also knew Thrang was eager for him to try it just the same. 

“Inferno,” said Alex loudly, pointing at the pile of branches. 

Nothing happened. 

“Oh, you need to think of fire,” Thrang said. “And I mean really think about 
it—the heat, the smell, the sound. Focus all of your thoughts on the fire when 
you give the command.” 

Alex wondered for a moment if Thrang was toying with him. But seeing the 
sincere look on his new friend’s face convinced him that it wasn’t a joke, so he 
took a deep breath. He thought about the fires at the Golden Swan—how they 
looked, how they felt—and tried again. 

“Inferno!” Alex commanded. 

As soon as the word had left his mouth, the entire pile of branches burst into 
flame. Thrang staggered back, slapping out several sparks that had jumped from 
the fire into his beard. 

“Well done!” Thrang exclaimed, smoke rising from his beard. “Though 
maybe next time, you should concentrate on a single branch, not the whole pile.” 

“Sorry,” said Alex, amazed by what he’d just done. “I wasn’t sure it would 
work.” 

“Course it works,” Thrang replied with a grunting laugh while continuing to 
check his beard for sparks. “Now try to put it out. Just think of a plain pile of 
branches, or a cold pile of ash this time.” 


Alex scratched his nose again and thought about the branches without any 
fire. He was surprised and a little pleased he’d managed to copy Thrang’s magic 
on his first real try. 

“Quench.” 

The flames flickered for a moment and went out, a large cloud of smoke 
rising from the wood. Alex staggered slightly, feeling dizzy. Thrang caught Alex 
by the arm to steady him. 

“Well done indeed,” said Thrang, slapping Alex on the shoulder. “Most 
people can’t even get the flame to flicker on their first try.” 

“Why was it harder to put out the fire than it was to start it?” Alex asked. 

“Always harder to put out a fire,” said Thrang. “Fire’s an adventurer’s ally 
most of the time. It’s hard to give it up.” 

“T see,” said Alex thoughtfully. “And why was I dizzy?” 

“All magic has a price,” Thrang answered. “Even something as simple as 
starting and putting out a fire. As you practice, your powers will grow stronger 
and you won’t even notice the price for such simple magic.” 

“Can anyone learn to start fires with magic?” 

“Not if they don’t have magic in them to begin with,” Thrang replied. 
“Halfdan doesn’t have any magic at all, so he could think about fire and say the 
word for years and nothing at all would happen.” 

“You have magic,” said Alex. “Does that mean you could become a wizard if 
you tried?” 

“Ha,” Thrang laughed. “I’ve got a bit of dwarf magic in me, but not near 
enough to be a wizard. Not if I worked at it for the rest of my days would I be 
able to do magic like a true and trained wizard.” 

“If you two have finished playing with that pile of wood, you might light it 
for the evening and leave it burning,” said Skeld as he walked toward them. “Or 
did you intend for it to blink off and on all night?” 

“Perhaps we should light you instead,” Thrang replied in a serious tone, 
though he was smiling. 

“Can you light other things, besides wood?” Alex asked, interested by the 
idea. 

“Hmm, what?” said Thrang, distracted by Skeld. “Course you can, what do 
you think? Though it’s harder with some things than others. Dry branches are the 
easiest.” 

Thrang took a step back from the pile of branches, protecting his beard with 
his hand. “Go on then,” he said. 

“Inferno,” said Alex, this time concentrating on a single branch instead of the 
whole pile. 


Again the flames appeared, but this time only on the branch he intended. The 
fire quickly spread to the other branches, and once more Alex could feel the 
warmth of the flames. Alex watched the fire grow, pleased with both his new 
ability and the fact he hadn’t felt as dizzy as when he’d put the fire out. 

“That may be handy come morning,” said Bregnest, walking up to the fire. 
“Smells like rain, but the wind promises snow.” 

Bregnest was right about the rain, which started falling softly as they ate their 
evening meal. By the time they had finished eating, the fire was smoking and 
flickering out. They sat and watched the embers fade as the rain fell, not ready to 
go to bed but with little else to do. 

“Best put some blankets on the horses,” said Tayo when the last ember of the 
fire turned black. 

Without speaking, they all walked to where the horses were tied. Alex took a 
heavy blanket from his magic bag and gently placed it over Shahree’s back. 
Shahree shook her head and looked at Alex in a grateful sort of way, as if to 
thank him. Alex patted her neck and wondered why he had ever been afraid of 
horses. 

x OK OK 

Waking with a start, Alex saw Skeld’s laughing face above him. 

“Time to be up, my friends,” Skeld laughed loudly. “And here’s a little 
something for you,” he added, throwing a bit of snow into the tent. 

“Get out!” Andy shouted, his normal happy expression replaced by a look of 
pain. 

When Alex sat up he understood Andy’s pained expression. His whole body 
ached, and his legs felt like they might fall off. Slowly he pulled on his pants, but 
his boots seemed like too much work. 

“T’ve never felt so sore,” Alex said, looking at Andy, who was pulling on one 
of his own boots and trying desperately not to fall over while doing it. 

“Tt’s the riding,” Andy replied. “It will take a few days to get used to it.” 

Alex nodded but said nothing. The only part of his body that didn’t hurt was 
his head, and he thought talking too much might change that. Slowly, he pulled 
his boots toward him and tried to slip them on. 

“Here is a pretty sight,” Skeld laughed, as Alex and Andy emerged from their 
tent. “It seems they’ve aged a hundred years in just one night.” 

“Oh, shut up,” Andy snapped grumpily. 

Several inches of wet snow covered the ground, but the clouds had blown 
away during the night, a pale line of them just visible across the eastern horizon. 

“Here,” said Thrang, walking up to Alex and Andy and holding out a canteen. 
“Take a sip of this, but no more than a sip.” 


Alex took the canteen from Thrang, sniffed it, and sipped a little of the liquid. 
He felt the cool liquid slide down his throat, but didn’t taste anything strange and 
handed the canteen to Andy. He tried to ask Thrang what was in the canteen, but 
the words wouldn’t come out of his mouth. As soon as he had swallowed, all his 
pains had disappeared. 

“Ancient dwarf remedy,” Thrang laughed, seeing the look on Alex’s face. 
“Takes the soreness out of muscle and joint. It’ll take a few days for us all to get 
used to traveling again.” 

Alex looked at Andy, who grinned. Stretching carefully, Alex found that 
Thrang was right—his aches and pains were completely gone. 

“Thank you,” said Alex. “That really does the trick.” 

Thrang bowed slightly and then laughed. He walked off to the campfire as he 
sipped from the canteen. 

“That’s some remedy,” said Andy, carefully stretching. “I’ll have to get some 
before my next adventure.” 

“Or always travel with a dwarf,” laughed Skeld. 

They packed their tents, shaking off the snow, as Thrang prepared breakfast. 
Thrang made Alex practice starting the fire and putting it out again before he 
started cooking. He seemed to be pleased that Alex had picked up the bit of 
magic so quickly, and Alex couldn’t help feeling a little proud of himself as well. 

“The more you practice, the better it’ ll work,” said Thrang with a wink. 

When they were ready to ride, Thrang had Alex put out the fire once more. 
The quench command worked well in the wet snow and there was little smoke 
from the fire. Alex felt slightly dizzy again after putting the fire out, but not as 
much as he had the night before. 

With the fire out, they climbed onto their horses and set off along the snow- 
covered road, riding south as the day grew brighter around them. They continued 
to travel south for three more days. Each day they stopped at midday to stretch 
their legs and eat a little, and every time, Alex would practice with the fire 
before Thrang started cooking the meal. Alex’s control improved rapidly, and 
after a few days, he was able to put out the fire without any smoke at all. The 
dizziness had passed completely now that he had used magic several times. 

“You’ve picked that up fast,” said Thrang as they ate their midday meal on 
the fourth day. “Some people practice for weeks and still leave behind a trail of 
smoke.” 

“Do you really think I could become a wizard?” Alex asked, happy with his 
success. 

“If you choose to be,” Thrang answered. “Though not everyone with the gift 
wants the responsibility.” 


“Responsibility?” 

“Where there is power, there is an accounting for it,” Thrang replied and fell 
silent. 

Alex thought about Thrang’s answer while he ate. Yes, power had to be 
accounted for, but he wondered who did the accounting. 

The road turned easterly that afternoon, and Bregnest took a map from his 
bag and examined it closely with Arconn as they continued to ride. Bregnest 
seemed pleased with the progress the company had made in the four days they’d 
been in Vargland, though Alex had no real idea of how far they’d traveled. 

“We’ll camp early tonight,” Bregnest announced when they stopped by a 
stream later that day. “This water is good, and we should refill our water bags.” 

They set up camp between the stream and a grove of trees growing close to 
the road. The wind had picked up again, but the sky was clear and the late 
afternoon sun was warm. Thrang asked Alex to start their campfire, but didn’t 
have him put it out as he normally did. 

“You’ve got the hang of it,” said Thrang when Alex questioned him. “Now 
fetch me a large pot of clean water from the stream.” 

Alex took the large iron pot Thrang had pointed to and walked to the stream. 
The full pot was heavy, and he had to pay attention to where he was walking so 
he wouldn’t spill the water all over himself. 

While Alex and the others were setting up camp and taking care of the horses, 
Arconn took his bow and disappeared into the woods. As the sun was slipping 
out of the sky, Arconn returned with two rabbits and three birds that were almost 
as big as turkeys. 

Thrang took the rabbits and birds from Arconn and quickly prepared them for 
cooking. The rabbits were added to the pot on the fire, while the birds were 
skewered on long poles and propped over the flames to roast. It wasn’t long 
before Thrang had a wonderful rabbit stew ready for them to eat. The birds 
continued to roast, filling the air with a mouthwatering smell. 

“You’re a master cook,” said Skeld, bowing to Thrang. “It is a wonder your 
people let you go on adventures when you cook so well.” 

“If you think this is good cooking, you should visit the halls of my people,” 
Thrang laughed with a pleased look on his face. “I am only a fair cook in my 
own land.” 

“Then perhaps our next adventure should be to your land.” Skeld laughed 
happily, filling his bowl with more stew. 

The company was merry that night, and there was plenty of talk and stories of 
past adventures. Even Tayo, who normally didn’t say much, told them part of the 
tale of his first adventure. Both Alex and Andy listened to all the stories, 


fascinated and entertained. Though Andy had been on one adventure before this 
one, he said that he had no stories to tell. 

“Have you all traveled together before?” Alex asked between stories. 

“No, not as a group,” answered Thrang. 

“Tayo and I have been on a few adventures together,” said Skeld. “And I 
think all of us—except for you and Andy, of course—have traveled at least once 
with Bregnest.” 

There was a general agreement with what Skeld said, and then some talk 
about who had traveled where and with whom in the past. Alex tried to keep 
track of it all, but there were too many jokes and bits of stories mixed in with the 
talk. In the end, all he knew for sure was that Thrang and Arconn had traveled 
together many times, Skeld and Tayo had traveled together, and Bregnest had 
been on too many adventures to count. 

Finally, when the fire was burning low, they went to their tents, tired and 
happy after their fine meal and long talk. The wind was still blowing, but gently. 
The full moon rose, covering the ground with a pale light. Alex feel asleep, 
peaceful and relaxed. 

x OK OK 

Alex felt a hand on his shoulder, shaking him awake. Struggling to open his 
eyes, Alex was confused to see Tayo in his tent. It was still dark outside and 
there was a grim look on Tayo’s face. He motioned for Alex to stay silent. Alex 
nodded and pulled on his boots, following Andy out of the tent. The rest of the 
company was already gathered around the cold ashes of their fire, speaking 
softly. 

“The horses have broken away,” Tayo said in a whisper. “Something has 
spooked them into flight.” 

“Whatever it is, it hasn’t come close to the camp,” said Thrang. “There are no 
tracks or any other signs to be seen close in.” 

“Should we wait for dawn to seek the horses, or go now?” Arconn 
questioned, looking at Bregnest. 

“They could be far away by dawn,” said Bregnest, looking at the trees where 
the horses had been tied. “We should look now, but in pairs.” 

Alex volunteered to go with Andy to look for the horses, but the others were 
against the idea. 

“You are both young and have little experience,” Skeld commented. “Perhaps 
you should remain here, in case the horses find their own way back.” 

“Good idea,” said Thrang in a heavy whisper. “They are good animals and 
will try to return if they can. And as nothing has come close to the camp, you 
should be safe enough.” 


“Agreed,” said Bregnest, looking at Alex and Andy. “You two remain here 
and keep your eyes open. We will look for the horses and return. I don’t think we 
will need to look far, perhaps a mile at the most. If you need us, call out loudly. 
Arconn will hear you.” 

Alex, unhappy about staying behind, wanted to argue, but the look in 
Bregnest’s eyes told him it would be pointless. Remaining silent, he and Andy 
watched the rest of the company walk away toward the trees. 

“Should we light a fire?” Alex asked in a lowered voice. 

“Best not,” Andy replied. “If something is out there, a fire might draw it to 
us.” 

“What do you think might be out there?” 

“Goblins, maybe,” said Andy. “Or maybe a troll.” 

“You couldn’t just say robbers, could you?” said Alex, bumping Andy’s 
shoulder in fun. 

“Bandits or robbers would have attacked the camp before taking the horses,” 
said Andy. “Trolls or goblins are more likely to steal the horses for food and 
leave us alone.” 

“Trolls and goblins eat horses?” Alex asked in a worried tone. 

“Goblins do,” said Andy. “I don’t know about trolls, but I’ve heard they’ll eat 
most anything.” 

The two of them stood looking into the darkness without speaking for what 
seemed like a long time. The light from the full moon gave the nearby trees a 
strange, shiny look and cast long, dark shadows across the ground. Alex’s ears 
started to ring as he strained to listen for any sound at all, but all he heard were 
the branches moving in the soft breeze, the trees creaking gently, and the water 
running in the stream beside them. 

“How long do you think they’ll be?” Alex whispered. 

“Depends on what they find,” Andy answered quietly. “Though I don’t think 
it will be long. We should have set a watch, but I’m sure Bregnest didn’t think 
we’d run into trouble so soon.” 

They fell silent again, listening and swaying slightly from side to side. Time 
seemed to be moving slowly. Alex didn’t like waiting at camp, though he knew 
it was probably for the best. He rolled his head around on his neck to fight off 
sleep, and halfway through the roll, he heard a sound. Freezing, he strained to 
listen. He heard the sound again: the frightened whinny of a horse. 

“Did you hear that?” Alex asked. 

“Yes.” 

“What should we do?” 

“T don’t know,” said Andy nervously. “It sounds troubled.” 


The frightened whinny came a third time as Andy finished speaking. It was a 
scared and lonely sound. It sounded to Alex like a desperate call for help. 

“Stay here,” said Alex, turning to follow the sound. 

“What are you doing?” Andy asked in alarm. 

“T’m not sure. 1... I just feel that I have to go.” 

“We were told to stay here,” Andy protested, grabbing Alex’s shoulder. “We 
should do as Bregnest said. He is the leader.” 

“I know,” Alex answered, pulling free. “But I have to go, I can’t explain 
why.” 

Alex felt desperate, and he was determined to go, no matter what. Following 
the distant sound would mean leaving the post Bregnest had assigned to them, 
breaking an important rule of adventurers. 

“Go,” said Andy after a moment of thought. “If you run into trouble, call out 
or light a fire and I’ll come. If you find the horse, return as fast as you can.” 

Alex nodded and started off along the stream. He didn’t know why he had to 
go into the darkness alone, but something inside him knew he had to get to the 
frightened horse. The feeling was stronger than his fear of breaking the rules and 
upsetting Bregnest. Something in the terrified and lonely whinny of the horse 
called out to him, and Alex knew that the only thing that mattered was finding 
the horse, and fast. 

He moved quickly along the bank of the stream in the darkness. The ground 
was mostly clear and the moonlight reflected off the large rocks and bushes in 
his path, making them easy to see and avoid. Alex tried to move as quietly as he 
could. He had never seen a goblin or a troll and he hoped he wouldn’t be seeing 
either of them tonight. 

Alex heard the whinny again. It was closer now, and off to his left. Leaving 
the stream behind, he moved deeper into the trees, stopping to listen. He heard 
nothing, so he moved forward, trying to head in the same direction as the 
whinny. He climbed a small hill and stopped to listen again. There was a sound 
of movement in front of him: hooves stamping the ground nervously. 

Moving cautiously, Alex tried to stay silent. He had no idea what he might 
run into, and he didn’t really want to think about the options. Putting his arms 
out in front of him, he was able to keep the small tree branches from slapping his 
face and poking him in the eyes. He moved as fast as he dared in the darkness 
under the trees, worried about every little noise he made. Soon the trees began to 
thin, and he could see moonlight filling an open clearing in front of him. His 
eyes, accustomed to the darkness beneath the trees, could see clearly across the 
open ground. 

On the far side of the clearing stood Shahree, stamping her hooves in fear. 


About halfway across the clearing was a massive figure—ten feet tall, five feet 
wide, and with long arms and oddly bowed legs. Alex’s mouth went dry, certain 
he was seeing a troll for the first time. 

The troll was closing in on Shahree, a huge club raised over its small, round 
head. It was clear that Shahree was afraid to run into the darkness under the 
trees, and the troll was using that fact to trap her. 

Alex could see Shahree’s terror, and her helpless fear filled him with an anger 
he had never felt before. Even though he had only known the horse for a few 
days, he already felt a great fondness for her. He wouldn’t let this troll kill her. 

“Over here!” Alex shouted, jumping out of the trees without thinking. “Over 
here, you stupid troll!” 

The troll turned away from Shahree. It spotted Alex moving into the clearing 
and lowered its club slightly. The troll tilted its head to one side, as if 
considering how dangerous Alex might be. Then, without any warning, the troll 
charged. The creature was faster than Alex would have thought possible for 
something so large. 

Before Alex could stop it, the huge club came down, missing him by inches 
and shaking the ground under his feet. Alex staggered backward, tripping over 
an unseen rock and falling to the ground. 

The troll grabbed Alex by his left leg and lifted him up until they were face to 
face. 

“Run, Shahree!” Alex yelled. “There is nothing in the darkness to fear. Run, 
and find the others.” 

The troll, apparently understanding what Alex had said, turned to look at 
Shahree. The horse whinnied loudly, and without hesitation, she bolted into the 
darkness under the trees. The troll made angry sounds that Alex thought might 
be curses, and when it looked at Alex again, anger burned like tiny flames in its 
eyes. Alex wondered if the troll would club him on the spot, but then the troll 
lowered its arm to its side—Alex’s head almost hitting the ground—and started 
off toward the far end of the clearing. 

Swinging along upside down and helpless, Alex knew he was in trouble, but 
he had no idea what to do. His sword hung at a strange angle to his body and he 
couldn’t draw the blade. His friends were far off and scattered, looking for the 
lost horses, and it was unlikely anyone would hear him if he yelled for help. 

Looking at the troll’s heavy leather boots gave Alex an idea, an idea he 
almost lost when he noticed the troll was wearing three boots—three boots for 
the troll’s three legs. Putting aside his surprise, Alex pointed his finger at the 
boot nearest him and called out. 

“Inferno!” 


Three things happened almost simultaneously: the boot burst into bright red 
flames; there was a deafening roar as the troll stamped madly to put out the 
flames; and Alex was dropped on his head. 

Rolling away from the troll’s burning, stomping foot, Alex rubbed his head. 
He hadn’t expected to be dropped quite so quickly, and he felt lucky the ground 
was soft and damp. Scrambling to his knees, he saw the troll had almost put out 
the flames on its burning boot and was turning around to look for him. 

“Inferno!” Alex called again, focusing on a different boot. 

The second boot burst into flames and the troll howled even louder than 
before. The troll stormed around the clearing, trying madly to douse the flames 
in its boots. A stream of angry sounds flowed from the troll, and this time Alex 
was sure they were curses. 

Alex knew he couldn’t kill the troll by lighting its boots on fire, and in its 
rage, the troll might simply ignore the flames and rush him. For a moment Alex 
considered running, but he didn’t think he could outrun the troll, even with its 
burnt feet. 

Stepping a little further away from the troll, Alex drew his sword. The 
sword’s edge shone like blue flame in the pale moonlight, but he didn’t have 
time to appreciate its beauty. Alex watched for an opportunity to strike as the 
troll continued to curse and stomp around the clearing. 

Seeing his chance, Alex summoned his courage and leapt forward, swinging 
his sword with all his strength. He thought he was close enough to hit the troll, 
but the blow seemed to miss completely, and Alex spun around, falling with the 
force of his own swing. 

The troll’s screaming and howling convinced Alex that he had managed to 
injure it after all, but he feared he hadn’t done much damage. He scrambled to 
his feet, ready to strike again. A strange heat was growing inside of him, but he 
didn’t have time to wonder what it might mean. 

To Alex’s surprise, his first swing had completely removed one of the troll’s 
three legs. Off balance, the troll lifted its club and swung wildly. The club caught 
the edge of Alex’s sword, knocking it out of his hand. 

Alex reached for his sword, but he could see the club coming down again. He 
rolled away to escape being crushed by it. He tried to get back to his feet again, 
but the troll was right on top of him, its curses filling the air. Alex managed to 
roll away a second time, but as he did, he hit his head on a large, sharp rock. His 
eyes blurred as he struggled to get up, and he could see strange flashes of light in 
front of him. Something warm and wet ran down the side of his face, but Alex 
didn’t have time to think about it. 

He was in more danger now than he had been before. The troll had him 


comered, and Alex couldn’t get to his sword. He looked up at the troll as he tried 
to clear his vision. Its eyes were burning with rage and its club was raised, ready 
to strike the fatal blow. Alex wondered what it would feel like to be squashed by 
the huge wooden club. 

“Quench!” Alex yelled in desperation, his hand pointing at the troll’s body. 

Alex closed his eyes, waiting for the club to fall, but nothing happened. 
Opening one eye, he looked up. The troll was still there, but it wasn’t moving. Its 
mouth was slack and its eyes had lost their burning anger. 

Alex staggered to his feet and hurried to retrieve his sword. He wasn’t sure 
how or why, but the quench command had frozen the troll in place. He leaned on 
his sword, dropping to one knee as he gulped in the cool night air, wondering 
what he should do next. 

“Alex!” Arconn’s voice called loudly. “Alex, where are you?” 

“Over here,” Alex called back, his voice weak and shaking. “I’m here.” 

Arconn, Thrang, and Bregnest came crashing into the clearing, their weapons 
raised and ready for battle. The three of them stopped as soon as they spotted the 
frozen troll. They looked from the troll to Alex and back again. 

“What have you done?” Thrang asked in wonder, his eyes fixed on the troll. 

“T quenched his fire,” said Alex, wiping the blood off his face. “At least, I 
think that’s what I did.” 

“What—?” Bregnest asked without lowering his sword. 

“Ts Shahree all right?” Alex interrupted. “Did she find you?” 

“She is fine,” said Arconn, moving to Alex’s side and examining the cut on 
his head. “She told us where to find you. She is helping the others find the rest of 
our horses.” 

“She told you?” Alex asked. 

“We elves can speak to many animals,” Arconn replied. “She knows what you 
did for her, and she will not forget the debt.” 

“I had to,” said Alex, feeling tired and shaky. “I mean... 

I... I couldn’t let that . . . that thing just kill her.” 

“Tell us exactly what happened,” said Bregnest, his eyes fixed on the troll. 
“We should know all before deciding on a punishment.” 

“Punishment?” Alex tried to stand up, but he couldn’t manage it. 

“You left your post and put yourself and the company in danger,” Arconn 
said, gently pushing him back to the ground. “This is a serious matter, even if all 
turns out well. Tell us everything—what you thought, what you felt—as you 
undertook this task.” 

Alex took a deep breath and gathered his thoughts. He told them how 
Shahree’s terrified whinny had called to him, and how he felt that he must 


follow, even though he knew he shouldn’t leave the camp. He told them that 
Andy was against him leaving, and how he had gone anyway, following a 
feeling he couldn’t explain. He told them everything as calmly as he could, and 
when he finished, the others remained silent for several minutes. 

“Tt is not yet harmless,” Bregnest finally said, breaking the silence and 
pointing at the troll with his sword. “Though dawn’s light will finish the job you 
started.” 

“We should check its pockets before it turns to stone,” Thrang commented. 
“Might be worth the trouble.” 

“Turns to stone?” Alex questioned. 

“Trolls turn to stone in sunlight,” Thrang answered. “And what’s in its 
pockets will turn to stone as well.” 

“Check them,” Bregnest said to Thrang. “Pll be ready if it moves again. 
Though I doubt it ever will.” 

Thrang cautiously approached the troll and reached up to pat the large 
pockets. He drew his short sword and cut the bottom out of each pocket, letting 
the contents fall to the ground. Moving quickly to retrieve everything that fell, 
he hurried away from the troll once more. 

“Have to wait for daylight to see what there is,” Thrang commented, 
squinting at the pile of items in his hands. 

“Dawn will be here soon,” replied Arconn. “And punishment should be 
decided before it arrives.” 

“Very well,” said Bregnest, looking grim. “As punishment for disobeying 
orders, Alex, you forfeit your extra share of any treasure found with the troll or 
in its lair. You will still receive an equal share, as agreed upon in the 
Adventurer’s Bargain, but even though you defeated the troll in single combat, 
you will not have the honor of dividing this treasure.” 

“All right,” said Alex, relieved. He had worried he’d be sent back to Telous 
and not allowed to go on. “I know it was wrong to leave the camp,” he added 
quickly to cover the sound of his relief. “I just felt I had to.” 

“This may seem a small punishment to you,” said Bregnest sternly. 
“However, it is a dishonor to lose your extra share. You do not know all the ways 
of adventurers yet, nor do you understand how much value we place on honor.” 

“T may not understand,” Alex answered, standing up, “but I feel that I did 
what I had to do.” 

“And it has turned out well,” Arconn added. 

“Yes, yes it has,” admitted Bregnest with a slight smile. “So there will be no 
punishment other than what I have said. After all, few adventurers would take on 
a three-legged troll alone. You have proven your courage and worth this night, 


my friend.” 

“Thank you,” said Alex, bowing to Bregnest. 

“Arconn, bring the others here when they have found the horses,” said 
Bregnest, his eyes turning to the troll once more. “We should search the troll’s 
cave as a company.” 


chapter six 


The Troll’s Cave 


Alex wiped the troll’s blood off his sword and sheathed it as he waited with 
Thrang and Bregnest. He felt tired and drained, but proud at having defeated 
the troll. 

The eastern sky was growing light when Arconn finally returned to the 
clearing, followed closely by the rest of the company. It seemed that Arconn had 
already told Alex’s story to the others, and they arrived, excited to see the frozen 
troll. 

“Not a bad night’s work,” Skeld commented, looking at the troll and its 
missing leg. “Don’t see many like this one, do we?” 

“Three legs,” said Tayo as he stood beside Bregnest. 

“What do you mean? Isn’t that normal for trolls?” Alex asked. 

Skeld burst into laughter and the others smiled as well. When Skeld regained 
control of himself, he looked at Alex. “Do you know about the birds and the 
bees?” he asked in a tone that made him sound like a schoolteacher. 

“Yes,” Alex replied. 

“Well, trolls don’t,” said Skeld, laughing madly again. 

Alex looked to Thrang for an answer. 

“Trolls aren’t like other creatures,” Thrang explained with a smile. “Trolls 
molt.” 

“Molt?” 

“They shed their skins, but not like a snake. When trolls molt, they divide into 
two different trolls.” 

Alex looked at the other members of the company, thinking that this was a 
joke, but they all nodded in agreement with what Thrang had said. 

“Tt’s in the handbook,” said Andy. “You should take more time to read it.” 

“T suppose I should,” Alex admitted. He hadn’t even looked at the handbook 
since Arconn had given it to him. 

“Now watch,” said Thrang, looking to the east. “You’|ll see something that not 
many have.” 

Alex and his companions watched as the sunlight moved to where they were 
standing in the clearing. Even Skeld became quiet as the light inched closer to 
the troll. When the first ray of sunlight touched the troll’s uplifted arm there was 
a sharp cracking sound, like ice splitting, and the troll’s skin and clothes changed 
from green and brown to light gray stone. 


“That’s what happens to trolls caught in sunlight,” said Thrang in a satisfied 
tone. 

“That’s incredible,” said Alex in amazement. 

“Most adventurers know that sunlight will turn trolls to stone,” said Skeld, 
chuckling to himself. “But getting them into the sunlight—that’s the hard part.” 

“Enough talk,” said Thrang. “Let’s see what it had in its pockets.” 

They all gathered around the objects Thrang had retrieved in the darkness: a 
fair-sized iron key, a suitcase-sized coin purse, and half a dozen leather bags. 

“The key will be to its cave,” said Thrang, handing it to Bregnest. “We’ll 
have to look for that.” 

“And well worth looking for,” Arconn added. 

“Let’s see now,” Thrang continued, opening the giant coin purse and pouring 
the contents onto the ground. 

Alex gasped as the gold and silver coins spilled out at Thrang’s feet. He had 
never seen any treasure in his life and this pile seemed huge to him. 

“Most trolls carry only a small part of their wealth with them,” said Tayo with 
a grim smile. “If this is a sign, the cave should hold a fair amount.” 

“Let’s see what these might be,” said Thrang, reaching for one of the leather 
bags and untying the knotted cord that held it closed. 

Thrang slipped his hand inside. Alex took a deep breath as Thrang pulled out 
a handful of large, dark red rubies. Out of the second bag, Thrang withdrew 
some incredibly green emeralds. The third bag contained more rubies, while the 
fourth and fifth bags were each full of shiny white diamonds. Alex couldn’t 
believe how much treasure the troll had been carrying. 

“Tt seems our adventure has already made a profit,” said Skeld, slapping Alex 
on the back and smiling. 

Thrang’s hands trembled with excitement as he untied the cords on the last 
bag. Alex watched him closely, wondering what new treasure this last bag would 
hold. Thrang looked into the bag for a moment, a puzzled look on his face. Then 
he held out his left hand and dumped the bag’s contents into it: a single golden 
ring set with a large black stone. 

“Something special ’bout this,” said Thrang, looking at Bregnest. “No troll 
would carry a ring. Not unless it was something special.” 

“That’s true,” Bregnest agreed. “So hear now what I say about the division of 
this treasure. As a single victor, Alex would normally have the honor of dividing 
this treasure as well as an extra share. Because of Alex’s punishment for leaving 
his post, I will divide this first treasure evenly between us, with one exception. 
This ring is unknown, but may have magical powers. According to our 
agreement, it belongs to Alex.” He looked sternly at Alex. “I would advise 


leaving it in its bag, however, until you find an oracle who can tell you exactly 
what it is.” 

Thrang placed the ring back into the leather bag and handed it to Alex. He 
accepted the bag with a bow, but made no move to put it into his magic bag with 
his other belongings. Part of him wanted to look at the ring again, but he decided 
to follow Bregnest’s advice and kept the bag closed. 

“I would say that these gems are an uncommon treasure, as trolls seldom 
carry gems with them. Though Alex has lost his extra share in this treasure, these 
should go to him for his victory over the troll,” said Bregnest with a smile. “He 
may choose to share them or to keep them for himself.” 

“Share them, please,” said Alex as Thrang held out two of the bags to him. “It 
is only right that we share these.” 

“You are most generous,” said Bregnest. “We will do as you ask. So then, 
eight equal shares and all odd numbers to the 
victor.” 

“To the victor,” six voices agreed. 

Alex wasn’t sure what Bregnest meant by “to the victor” but he soon learned 
it meant that any items that couldn’t be divided into eight equal shares belonged 
to him. In the end, Alex received seven rubies, six emeralds, three diamonds, 
five gold coins, and two silver coins more than anyone else. 

Once the treasure had been divided, Skeld said, “Let’s find the home of our 
stone friend. If he carried this much treasure with him, a fair hoard awaits us in 
his cave.” 

Arconn took the lead, and they followed him across the clearing and up the 
hill beyond. The deep imprints of the troll’s leather boots had left a clear trail 
that was not difficult to follow. 

“You’ve done a good night’s work,” said Thrang, walking next to Alex. 
“Even if the cave is empty, we’ve more than paid for our adventure with this 
treasure.” 

Alex wondered if he should offer to pay Thrang back for the items he’d 
bought in Telous, but then he remembered Andy’s comments about dwarfs and 
their money and he decided to remain silent, at least until he understood a little 
more about dwarfs. 

“An impressive first victory,” said Andy, coming up on Alex’s other side. 

“T was lucky,” Alex replied. 

“Lucky or not, it’s still remarkable,” Thrang commented. 

Alex shook his head. “I was too angry and foolish to see the danger.” 

“You may have been many things, but not foolish,” said Thrang in a serious 
tone. “You followed your instincts and did what your heart told you. And you 


used magic to defeat your enemy.” 

“Tt was luck,” Alex insisted. “I really didn’t have time to think about it.” 

“Luck is a good thing to have,” said Andy, as they climbed the hillside. 
“Maybe better than magic, in some ways.” 

Alex considered what Thrang and Andy had said. He still had mixed feelings 
about magic, but he was glad that he had some luck. 

The sun was well up when they came at last to a flat, open space on the side 
of the hill. Alex looked back down the path they had climbed, and he could see 
their tents far off in the morning light. He hoped Shahree was all right and had 
been able to shake off her fear from the night before. 

“Going to take a bit of looking,” said Halfdan as they moved into the 
clearing. “Looks like this troll was careful.” 

“What do you mean?” Alex questioned. 

“Look at the ground,” said Tayo. “The troll’s tracks have vanished.” 

Alex looked around the clearing and Tayo was right, the boot tracks they had 
followed up the hillside were nowhere to be seen. 

“Its lair must be close,” said Skeld. 

“Spread out,” said Bregnest. “Look for anything that seems out of place.” 

Alex walked a few paces, but he didn’t have any idea what to look for. There 
were no boot prints leading to the troll’s lair, and as far as Alex could tell, this 
was just an open space on the hillside. 

“A bit higher on the hillside would give the troll a better view of the land 
below,” said Halfdan. 

They climbed up the hill, looking for any sign of the troll. Alex watched the 
ground, but there was nothing to see. He glanced around at his companions and 
saw that Thrang had stopped and was looking up at the branches of a tree. 

“Here’s the door,” called Thrang, pointing at a moss-covered boulder that 
stood between two trees. “Better hidden than most troll’s lairs.” 

“I don’t see a door,” said Alex as he looked at the boulder. 

“That’s because you don’t know what you’re lookin’ for,” replied Thrang. 
“Look up at the branches. See how some of them have been broken off?” 

“Yes,” replied Alex. 

“Now, look at the boulder. What do you see?” Thrang questioned. 

“Tt’s just a moss-covered boulder,” said Alex. 

“Ah, but what side is the moss growing on?” Thrang asked. 

“Um, the south side?” Alex guessed. 

“Moss grows on the north side of boulders and trees,” said Thrang. “Or at 
least it does here in the north of Vargland.” 

“So why is there moss on this boulder?” Alex questioned. 


“Because the troll uses it to hide his door,” Thrang answered with a grunting 
laugh. “I’d guess the keyhole is hidden in the moss.” 

“Stand ready,” Bregnest ordered, the key in his hand. “There may be another 
troll inside.” 

The rest of the company all moved back a little, spreading out in a half circle 
around the doorway. Alex was a little nervous, believing his victory was more 
luck and anger than anything else and he didn’t want to meet a second troll so 
soon. 

Bregnest pushed the key into a small crack that Alex had not seen and turned 
it once. There was a loud click, and with some hard pulling, Bregnest managed 
to open the door to the troll’s cave. 

A terrible smell filled the air as the door swung open—rotten fish and old 
socks mixed with dirty dishes that had been left to soak for too long. Alex 
thought for a moment he was going to be sick. He pulled his shirt up over his 
nose, but it did little to block the smell. 

Thrang ignited a large dead branch that was lying nearby and carefully 
stepped into the doorway. 

“Tt’s all right,” he said in a tone that sounded both relieved and happy. “The 
cave isn’t deep, and there aren’t any trolls.” 

The rest of the company followed Thrang into the cave, wary and alert. The 
foul smell was stronger inside the cave, and Alex began to feel a little dizzy. 

“Step outside,” said Arconn, seeing the look on Alex’s face. “You’ve had a 
long night, and the smell might be too much for you.” 

“T should stay with the company,” Alex replied in a determined tone. 

Arconn nodded in response and said nothing more. 

Once they were all inside the cave, Thrang lit the several lamps that were 
scattered around the single large room. 

Alex’s feelings of sickness were forgotten once the lamps were lit. He was 
stunned and amazed by what he saw in the troll’s cave. He’d never imagined so 
much gold and silver could be in one place at one time. 

Along the back wall of the cave were two huge black cauldrons, big enough 
for a man to sit in, and both of them were overflowing with coins. Next to the 
cauldrons were several piles of leather bags, all neatly tied at the top, just like 
the bags the troll had been carrying in its pockets. Alex looked at everything, his 
mouth hanging open in disbelief. 

“You’ve done well, master wizard,” Skeld laughed loudly, but he suddenly 
stopped. 

Alex followed Skeld’s gaze to the opposite wall. Hanging there on wooden 
pegs were what looked like seven magic bags. Broken weapons were scattered 


on the floor beneath them. The bags looked almost exactly like Alex’s own bag, 
though a bit more worn. Alex’s mouth snapped shut as he realized what this 
discovery meant. The others looked at the bags as well and their happiness with 
the treasure changed to sorrow for the lost adventurers who had once owned 
these bags. 

“Take them outside, Skeld,” Bregnest commanded. “We will not leave them 
in this evil place another moment.” 

Skeld carefully took the bags from their pegs and carried them out into the 
sunlight. His cheerful face was grim and slightly pale with sorrow. 

“Alex,” Bregnest continued. “Gather wood and start a fire. We will eat in the 
clearing while we remove the treasure.” 

Alex nodded. As he left the cave, the others began hauling the treasure into 
the sunlight. By the time Alex had gathered a large stack of wood and had a fire 
burning, his friends were covered with sweat from their heavy work. In the 
sunlight there seemed to be even more treasure than Alex had thought and he 
was surprised when he reentered the cave and saw the mounds of treasure that 
remained. 

“Let’s eat before we continue,” said Bregnest, nodding to Thrang. “It’s been a 
long night for us all and the food and drink will do us good.” 

Alex and his friends gathered around the fire, sitting in silence as Thrang 
cooked their meal. Skeld began looking at the recovered magic bags while they 
waited. He put his mouth to the top of one bag and spoke softly into it, but 
nothing happened. 

“What are you doing?” Alex asked. 

“Tt’s possible an adventurer has survived inside his bag,” answered Skeld, 
taking another of the bags and lifting it to his mouth. “If they have, I’m telling 
them it’s safe to come out now.” 

Alex wondered how long someone could survive inside a magic bag. 
Considering that his own bag had four rooms and a fair amount of food and 
water, Skeld’s actions seemed to make sense. 

“Tt’s a fool’s hope,” said Halfdan, watching Skeld speak into the bags. “If any 
adventurer was inside his bag, the bag would be where he left it and not here.” 

“Of course,” said Skeld, laying down the last bag on top of the others. “But 
it’s better to hope than to despair,” he said, a touch of color returning to his face. 

They ate their meal in silence, too tired and sad for conversation. When they 
finished eating, they returned to the cave, and once more started hauling treasure 
into the sunlight. It was heavy work, but the labor distracted them from the foul 
smell that hung in the air. 

It was well after midday before the cave was empty and the treasure stacked 


in the sunlight. Alex and the others were exhausted from the work and the lack 
of sleep, and they all dropped to the ground to rest for several minutes. The piles 
of treasure had grown enormous in Alex’s eyes. He wondered if Slathbog’s 
hoard was bigger than this, and if so, how they would ever move it. 

After catching his breath, Bregnest stood up and walked to the pile of magic 
bags they’d taken from the cave. He looked at the bags sadly for several minutes 
before he spoke. 

“Tt is customary that the one who recovers an adventurer’s bag returns it to 
the heir of the lost adventurer,” said Bregnest, looking at Alex. “These were 
recovered because of your victory over the troll, and so the honor and burden 
falls to you. However, as you are a new adventurer, I will carry this burden for 
you if you wish.” 

Bregnest hesitated for a moment and then continued. “Any reward given for 
the return of these bags will be yours, of course, as it was by your valor these 
bags were recovered.” 

Alex hadn’t considered what they would do with the seven magic bags. He 
wanted to do what was right among adventurers, and he suspected it wasn’t to 
duck his responsibility and let someone else, even Bregnest, carry the burden. 

“You are very kind,” Alex said after a moment of thought. “But I will keep 
the custom and return the lost bags. Any reward should be shared among the 
company, however, as all profits from this adventure should be.” 

“Well spoken,” Bregnest replied with a smile. “You have learned a great deal 
in a short time. The honor of carrying the bags remains with you.” 

Bregnest handed the bags to Alex, bowing low as he did so. Alex returned the 
bow and carefully placed each of the magic bags inside his own. He had no idea 
how he would ever find the adventurer’s heirs, but he was pleased to know he 
had given the correct answer. 

“Now to happier matters,” said Bregnest. “A fair amount of treasure to divide 
among the eight of us.” 

They all cheered and Bregnest put each member of the company to work 
sorting the piles of treasure. He also repeated that all odd numbers were to go to 
Alex, which made Alex blush slightly as the others cheered again. 

By the time they’d divided the treasure and stored it in their bags, the sun was 
sinking in the west. Tired and happy, they made their way back down the hill to 
their camp by the road. They were completely worn out when they finally 
reached their tents, and all they could think of was sleep. Instead of preparing 
another meal, they ate leftover stew from Thrang’s pot and the roasted birds 
Arconn had shot the day before. 

While everyone else ate, Alex slipped away from the fire. He wanted to check 


on Shahree and make sure she was all right. Shahree whinnied loudly as he 
approached, a sound that was much happier now than it had been the night 
before. Alex gently rubbed the horse’s neck and let her nuzzle his shoulder. 

“You did well, my friend,” Alex said softly. “You found Arconn and told him 
where I was. Thank you.” 

Shahree whinnied again, nodding her head up and down as though agreeing to 
what Alex had said. 

Alex looked into her eyes, and he could see for himself how grateful she was 
that he had saved her. 

“Tt’s all right,” said Alex with a smile. “I may not be able to understand you 
like Arconn does, but I know exactly what you mean.” 

“Alex,” said Bregnest as he came up beside Shahree. 

“T’m sorry I broke the rules,” Alex blurted out. “I know everything turned out 
well, but I’m sorry I forced you to punish me.” 

“A small matter,” said Bregnest. 

“But...” Alex started, then stopped. He wasn’t sure he could put his thoughts 
into words, or at least not into words that Bregnest would understand. 

“I know,” said Bregnest with a smile. “You were right to do what you did. 
You followed your heart and did what you knew was the right thing to do. 
Knowing when to trust yourself is far more important than any rule. And a great 
deal of good may come from your actions.” 

“What good?” Alex questioned. “I mean, I’m glad the troll was destroyed and 
that Shahree is all right. I’m happy we were able to find the other horses and 
claim the troll’s treasure, but what other good can come from that?” 

“You forget the seven lost bags,” said Bregnest. “You’ve done a great thing, 
recovering those bags. You have the chance to help many people when you 
return the bags to the heirs and families of the lost adventurers.” 

“I don’t know how Pll ever be able to do that,” said Alex. “I don’t even know 
how Pll find out who owned the bags to start with.” 

“The bag maker in Telous will be able to tell you who the bags belonged to,” 
Bregnest replied, resting his hand on Alex’s shoulder. “He should also be able to 
tell you who the heirs are and where they might be found.” 

“Oh, I never thought of that.” 

“You are learning quickly,” Bregnest said, “and I’m glad Thrang and Arconn 
asked you to join our adventure.” 

“Thank you,” said Alex, humbled and pleased at the same time. 

“Come now, let’s join the others,” said Bregnest. “Though I don’t think there 
will be much talk around the campfire tonight.” 

“T am rather tired,” said Alex as they walked back to the campfire. “I don’t 


remember ever feeling as tired as I do right now.” 

It had been a long day, and Alex was happy with how things had worked out. 
He smiled as he closed his eyes, hoping that Bregnest was right and that a great 
deal of good would come from returning the lost magic bags. 

That night they all slept soundly with only the sound of the stream to break 
the silence. If any wild creature passed the camp, it went unnoticed. They slept 
late into the following morning, and then slowly ate the breakfast Thrang 
prepared. With a final cheer for their good fortunes and Alex’s victory over the 
troll, they rode away from what the company had dubbed the Troll’s Stream. 


chapter seven 


The White Tower 


The Troll’s Stream was soon left far behind as Alex and his companions 
followed the road to the east. The weather grew warmer as the days passed, and 
the fields and forests became greener. They didn’t meet anyone as they traveled, 
and to Alex’s relief, they had no more encounters with trolls or anything worse. 
Bregnest insisted they keep a watch at night, however, and he had them draw 
marked stones from a bag to decide which watch each of them would take. Alex 
was happy when he drew the first watch, as it seemed to be the best to him. 

Early one day, they came to a fork in the road, and Bregnest had them stop 
and gather around him. One road turned sharply to the south, while the other 
continued mostly east, bending slightly to the north. 

“Which road shall we take?” Bregnest questioned. 

Alex knew Bregnest wasn’t really looking for an answer; he just wanted to 
hear what each member of the company had to say. 

“The south road will be better,” said Halfdan, without commitment. “But 
there are many people that way, and the road to our final goal will be longer.” 

“East and north lies the White Tower,” Arconn commented, looking into the 
distance. “It might be wise to seek the Oracle.” 

“The wait at the tower may be a long one,” said Thrang thoughtfully. 

“But worth the time spent,” Tayo answered him. 

“And when has waiting ever been troublesome to a dwarf?” asked Skeld with 
a laugh. “It will give you time to grow back your beard, though our young 
wizard burnt off but little of it.” 

“Tt would be pleasant to see the White Tower,” Andy commented softly as the 
others laughed at Skeld’s jest. “The Oracle may help us in our quest.” 

“Only if she can use a sword,” Skeld laughed. 

“What do you think, Alex?” questioned Bregnest. 

Alex’s companions had become extremely interested in his opinions since his 
victory over the troll. It didn’t seem to matter how many times Alex told them 
he’d just been lucky. They simply saw his luck as part of his magical powers, 
and laughed whenever he expressed his own doubts. 

Alex knew from reading the Adventurer’s Handbook that the south road was 
considered the safer road. There were many cities to the south as well, and he 
thought it might be nice to see how the people of this land lived. In his heart, 


though, he wanted to see the White Tower of the Oracle. 

“I think the south road would be safest, but the east road would be wisest,” 
Alex answered. “And I would like to try to speak to the Oracle if I can.” 

“Even if you have a chance to speak with her, the Oracle may not tell you 
what you wish to hear,” said Arconn in a thoughtful tone. 

“Just the same, I’d like to try,” Alex replied more boldly. 

“As would I,” Bregnest added. “So east we will go, and hope the Oracle will 
agree to speak with us.” 

Alex fell back into line beside Andy as they started forward again. 

“How far is the White Tower from here?” Alex questioned. 

“Tt depends,” Andy replied. “Some say the tower moves. Others say it is 
hidden, so only those who the Oracle wishes to speak with can find it.” 

“What do you believe?” 

“T believe we will find it,” Andy said. 

“T hope so,” said Alex. 

“Why is that?” Skeld asked, looking over his shoulder at Alex. 

“Tt would be good to see some people,” Alex said. “Even if we don’t get to 
talk to the Oracle, it would be good to see a city or town as we travel.” 

“Adventures aren’t about seeing cities or people,” said Tayo. 

“No, I suppose not,” replied Alex. “I just thought. . .” 

“Thought what?” asked Skeld as a smile spread across his face. 

“T thought there would be more than just riding and camping,” answered 
Alex. 

“Ready to fight another troll, are you?” Skeld asked with a laugh. 

“No, nothing like that,” said Alex, laughing as well. “It’s just that seeing new 
places and meeting new people would make things more .. .” 

“Adventurous?” offered Andy. 

“Yes,” said Alex. 

“Adventures aren’t all about excitement and finding treasure,” said Tayo with 
a Slight smile. 

“Most adventures can be very common, even boring,” laughed Skeld. 

“What’s so funny?” Halfdan questioned, slowing his horse to ride beside 
Skeld. 

“Alex doesn’t think our adventure is very exciting,” Skeld answered happily. 

“Excitement? Bah!” said Halfdan. “We don’t need more excitement. We’ll 
have enough of that when we face Slathbog.” 

“Too much perhaps,” Tayo added in a grim tone. 

“That’s not what I meant,” Alex protested, but then he saw Halfdan wink. 

“Don’t worry,” he said. “There will likely be plenty of excitement before 


we’re all safe at home once more.” 

Alex let the subject drop, trying to understand his own feelings about 
excitement and adventure. All this travel did seem very—as Skeld had said— 
boring. Still, he was in a new land, learning new things, and not cleaning up or 
washing dishes at his stepfather’s tavern. 

They rode east for two more days, stopping only at midday for a meal and 
then riding until it was almost dark. The warm weather meant they could simply 
sleep on their blankets under the stars. Alex enjoyed sleeping in the open, 
because each night one of his friends would tell a story about a previous 
adventure. 

On the first night after the crossroad, Thrang told of how he’d joined an 
adventure to capture a dangerous sea monster. With great excitement and some 
vigorous demonstrations, Thrang explained how the monster had almost gotten 
away, but was captured in the end. His descriptions of how the monster acted 
amused them all, and when he finished his story, Alex and the rest of the 
company cheered. 

The next night, Tayo told of an adventure to rescue a young prince who had 
been wrongfully imprisoned. And though his tone was not as animated as 
Thrang’s, Tayo’s story was still cheered at the end. 

“He rules his kingdom still,” Tayo concluded in a satisfied tone. “And 
remembers his friends when they visit.” 

Alex wondered about Tayo as he prepared for bed that night. He thought it 
was strange that Tayo always seemed to be in a dark mood, seldom showing any 
sign of happiness beyond a smile and rarely laughing or joking like Skeld and 
Andy. Alex thought some deep sorrow must be in him, or perhaps he simply 
worried too much. 

On the third morning from the crossroad, Alex heard a strange dinging noise. 
He thought he must be dreaming, but when the sound came again, he sat up, 
rubbing his eyes and wondering if his friends were playing a joke on him. 

Something dropped onto his legs. He looked down at his blankets and 
blinked. Standing on his blankets was a strange-looking creature. It was the size 
and shape of a bowling pin, but bright yellow, with a red strip zigzaging around 
its middle. It had a single bird-like leg. 

“Um, Thrang?” Alex called in as normal a tone as he could manage. “What’s 
this?” 

“What’s what?” Thrang asked, turning away from cooking breakfast. 

“This,” Alex replied, pointing. 

“Oh, that,” said Thrang, smiling as he hurried over. “It’s a geeb, of course. 
Well, a bottle-necked geeb to be exact. Wonderful creatures.” 


“So they’re not dangerous?” Alex asked, his surprise replaced by curiosity. 

“No, they’re messengers,” Thrang replied. “Good ones too because they’ve 
got a bit of magic in them.” 

“More magic?” 

“Course they can only answer yes and no questions,” Thrang continued. 
“When they honk it means no, and when they ding it means yes.” 

Alex nodded his understanding without looking away from the geeb. 

“Watch,” said Thrang, turning to the geeb. “Do you have a message for our 
company?” 

“Honk,” the geeb replied, its head transforming into the shape of a small 
bicycle horn. 

“Are you just visiting then?” Thrang questioned. 

“Honk.” 

“Then do you have a message for a person in our company?” Thrang asked. 

“Ding,” the geeb replied, its head changing into a small bell. 

“Do you know who the message is for?” 

“Ding.” 

“Excellent,” said Thrang. “Is the message for Bregnest, our leader?” 

“Honk.” 

“Very odd,” Thrang muttered. “Is the message for Arconn the elf?” 

“Honk.” 

Thrang scratched his head. “Well then, can you find the person who the 
message is for?” 

“Ding.” 

Thrang looked at the geeb for a second before continuing. “Have you already 
found the person your message is for?” 

“Ding.” 

“Your message is for me?” Alex asked in surprise. 

“Ding! Ding! Ding!” 

“But I don’t know anyone who’d send me a message,” Alex said, looking at 
Thrang. “Everyone I know who’d know anything about geebs is here.” 

“Never mind that now,” said Thrang. “Ask the geeb to give you the message.” 

“May I have the message?” Alex asked. 

“Ding.” 

A thin hole like a mouth appeared in the middle of the geeb and a long 
envelope emerged, flopping into Alex’s hands. 

“Thank you,” said Alex. 

The geeb remained standing on Alex’s legs. 

“Ts it waiting for something?” he asked. 


“Payment, of course,” said Thrang. 

“How do I pay a bottle-necked geeb?” 

“Oh, they’ll take silver or gold coins,” Thrang answered. “But they prefer 
gems if they can get them.” 

“Gems?” questioned Alex. 

“Ding!” 

“Yes, gems,” said Thrang. “Geebs know a fair price for any gem you may 
give them. If the gem is worth more than you owe, they’ll give you back the 
difference in gold and silver coins. Try it.” 

Alex retrieved a small emerald from his bag and held it toward the geeb, who 
simply stood on its leg and waited. 

“Toss it up,” Thrang instructed, amused by Alex’s puzzled look. 

Alex tossed the emerald in a high arc, and the geeb jumped off Alex’s legs 
and caught the gem in midair. 

“Ding,” the geeb sounded as it landed back on its single leg. The geeb bent 
down for a moment and Alex saw six gold coins and three silver coins on the 
blanket. 

“T told you. A fair price,” Thrang laughed. 

The geeb remained motionless while Alex collected the coins and put them in 


his bag. 

“Now what?” Alex questioned, assuming the geeb would leave once it had 
been paid. 

“Are you waiting for an answer?” Thrang asked the geeb. 

“Ding!” 


Alex looked at the envelope in his hand. Carefully he opened it and removed 
a single folded piece of paper. Looking once more at the geeb and Thrang, he 
began to read. 


Master Alexander Taylor, Esq., 

Please accept this invitation for yourself and your company to dine with 
me on your arrival in two days’ time. 

Awaiting your reply. 


At the bottom of the note was a drawing that looked like a tower with some 
strange writing next to it. Alex showed the letter to Thrang, who seemed 
stunned. 

“What’s all the noise about?” Andy asked as he rolled over in his blankets. 

“Best reply quickly,” said Thrang, handing the letter back to Alex. “Do you 
have paper and pen?” 


“Yes,” said Alex, reaching for his magic bag. “But who’s the letter from?” 

“The Oracle herself,” said Thrang, in a tone of wonder. “Didn’t you see how 
it was signed?” 

“What are you two talking about?” Andy questioned again. 

“Here,” said Alex, handing him the letter he’d just received. 

Retrieving his writing things from his bag, Alex looked at Thrang. “What 
should I say?” 

“Just say you’re happy to accept her invitation, and you’re sure the rest of the 
company will accept as well,” Thrang answered. “And don’t forget to sign it.” 

Alex wrote as carefully as he could. 


I am pleased to accept your invitation and am confident the rest of the 
company will accept as well. 
Alex Taylor 


“How’s that?” Alex asked, handing his note to Thrang. 

“No, that won’t do,” said Thrang, looking it over. “Doesn’t sound right.” 

“This came for you?” Andy interrupted, holding the Oracle’s letter and 
looking as stunned as Thrang had. 

“Yes,” said Alex. 

“Arconn,” Thrang called. “We need your assistance.” 

“How may I be of help?” Arconn asked as he walked into camp carrying two 
large rabbits. Laying the rabbits next to the fire, he moved toward Thrang and 
Alex. 

“Read this,” said Thrang, snatching the letter from Andy’s hand and giving it 
to Arconn. 

“Impressive,” said Arconn with a smile. “It’s not often that one is invited to 
dine with the Oracle. And to include the entire company . . .” 

“Include the entire company in what?” asked Bregnest as he walked into 
camp carrying several water bottles. 

“Tt seems our young friend is better known than we thought,” replied Arconn, 
passing the note to Bregnest. 

Bregnest’s eyes widened as he read the note. Then he carefully refolded the 
paper and handed it to Alex. “Best make a reply.” 

“That’s what we’re trying to do,” said Thrang, sounding put out. “I thought 
Arconn could help as he’s best with letters.” 

“Pleased to assist,” said Arconn, taking Alex’s writing things and thinking for 
a moment. “Let’s put it like this.” 


I am honored at your favor and pleased to accept your kind invitation. I 


am confident my companions will feel as honored and pleased as I do. 
Your servant, 


“Now sign the bottom ‘Alexander Taylor, Esq.’” Arconn handed the pen back 
to Alex. 

“I knew an elf would have the right answer,” said Thrang with a smile. 
“Always clever in language, the elves.” 

“You are most kind,” said Arconn, bowing to Thrang. 

“Now what do I do?” Alex asked, as he carefully folded the note and placed it 
in a new envelope. 

“Here, let me,” said Thrang, taking the envelope. Turning to the geeb, he held 
the envelope carefully by one edge. “Please take this reply to the Oracle,” he 
said to the geeb. “And if you require payment, please deliver the note and return. 
We will be happy to pay you.” 

“Ding,” the geeb sounded and accepted the envelope from Thrang. 

With Alex’s reply accepted, and Thrang’s instructions understood, the geeb 
hopped off Alex’s legs and, with a slight popping sound, it vanished into thin air. 

“Remarkable creatures,” said Thrang happily. 

At breakfast that morning, Thrang told Tayo, Skeld, and Halfdan the news of 
Alex’s message. The three warriors had been taking care of the horses when the 
note had arrived, and they insisted on hearing the entire story with every honk 
and ding in place. 

“Seems our young wizard’s made quite a name for himself,” Skeld teased. 
“First he single-handedly kills a three-legged troll, and now he’s been invited to 
dine with the Oracle.” 

“We’re all invited,” Alex corrected. 

“Yes, but the message came to you,” Tayo commented in his normal somber 
fashion. “Which I think is odd. I would have expected it to come to Bregnest, as 
our leader.” 

“Tt is of small concern who the message came to,” said Bregnest, waving off 
Tayo’s comment. “I think it is odd that we were all asked to join the Oracle for 
dinner.” 

“T’ve never heard of such a thing,” commented Halfdan, without looking up 
from his plate. “Must mean something special.” 

“Tt is odd, but not unheard of,” said Arconn, winking at Alex. “And as far as 
it meaning something special, well, who can say?” 

“I don’t know what to think,” said Alex. 

“Well, I think it’s wonderful,” said Andy, slapping Alex’s shoulder. 

“As do I,” Thrang added, putting his cooking pots away. “And it’s a sign of 


good fortune as well.” 

“Only time will show our fortunes,” said Tayo, standing up and looking down 
the road to the east. 

“And it is time we were on our way to seek them,” Bregnest added. “At the 
very least, we will have a grand meal.” 
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As they traveled that day, Alex thought of the Oracle’s note, wondering why 
it had been sent to him and not to Bregnest or one of the others. There was no 
special reason he could think of for the Oracle to be interested in him. Ever since 
Mr. Blackburn had said he could use a staff, Alex’s friends all thought of him as 
a wizard in training, but Alex had his doubts. He knew he had some magical 
ability, but he still knew so little about magic. Surely not enough to interest an 
oracle. 

“Have you read about the Oracle and the White Tower?” Andy questioned as 
they rode along. 

“A little,’ Alex replied. “The Adventurer’s Handbook said there are many 
oracles, but the Oracle of the White Tower is one of the best known. I haven’t 
finished reading everything yet.” 

“They say she is a thousand years old,’ Andy said in a thoughtful tone. 
“Though many things are said, and few there are who can say what is the truth.” 

“What do you want to ask the Oracle?” Alex questioned, lowering his voice 
so the others wouldn’t hear. “I mean, if you don’t mind my asking.” 

Andy thought for a moment before he answered, a look of inner struggle on 
his face. “I would rather not say. Not that I doubt you to keep my thoughts, but 
because I doubt myself in speaking them,” he added quickly. 

“Fair enough,” said Alex with a smile to ease Andy’s troubled look. “I should 
not have asked.” 

“Each man’s question is private and personal,” said Andy, returning Alex’s 
smile. “Difficult to explain to anyone but himself.” 

There was little talking as they traveled that day. They ate their midday meal 
quickly, and it seemed they all were in a hurry to move on once more. When 
they camped that night, they remained restless and eager. 

“Tt seems we would all rush to the White Tower,” Skeld laughed, as much at 
himself as the others. “Even I would give up sleep if I thought tomorrow would 
come sooner.” 

“Tt will come soon enough,” Tayo replied glumly. “Though I fear it may not 
bring what we hope for.” 

“Always a worrier,” Skeld laughed. “Your wisdom may be sound, my friend, 
but you’re always a cloud of darkness.” 


“And I am seldom disappointed,” Tayo answered with a slight smile. 

“Enough,” Bregnest interrupted. “We must start early tomorrow.” 

As the others rolled themselves in their blankets, Arconn remained seated 
next to Alex by the fire, humming softly to himself but not speaking. When Alex 
woke Thrang for the next watch, Arconn’s strange humming remained in his ears 
and he fell asleep thinking about the happy tune. 

The next morning, the eastern sky was still black as they quickly ate their 
breakfast and started off. They rode faster that morning than normal, and with 
each bend of the road or small hill they passed, they looked forward in hopes of 
seeing the White Tower. 

The road became more rugged as the day passed, and the path twisted 
between hills that slowly grew larger on either side of them as they traveled. 
Alex thought it was well past midday when Bregnest suddenly stopped in the 
road. 

“My friends, we have arrived,” Bregnest said over his shoulder. 

As they gathered around Bregnest, Alex and the others could see a great 
white tower standing in a wide, open valley below them. Pure white walls ran 
out from the tower, encircling lush orchards and gardens around its base. Beyond 
the wall, on the southern side of the tower, was a small city made of sand- 
colored stone. 

Bregnest led them down the hills and into the valley, following the road 
toward the city. As they drew nearer, a rider came racing toward them from the 
direction of the tower. He carried a large green banner with a white tower in the 
middle of it. 

“Are you the party of Silvan Bregnest?” the rider asked politely, reining in his 
horse. 

“We are,” Bregnest answered. 

“Well met, Master Bregnest,” said the horseman with a slight bow. “The lady 
of the tower bids you welcome, and asks that you and your companions follow 
me to the tower gardens. There you will be given accommodations for your 
stay.” 

“We are honored,” said Bregnest, bowing his head slightly to the messenger. 

“Then come, honored guests,” said the horseman, turning his horse toward 
the tower. “The gardens are not far, and all has been made ready for your 
arrival.” 

They left the road and followed the horseman without speaking, all of them 
looking up at the massive tower in front of them. When they passed through a 
large gate in one of the walls, Alex noticed a strange tingling feeling in his hands 
and feet, but he quickly forgot about it as they entered a vast orchard full of 


sweet-smelling blossoms. 

As they emerged from the orchard, the horseman halted in front of four white 
buildings that looked like small houses compared to the enormous tower next to 
them. 

“The lady of the tower asks that you rest here,” said the horseman, nodding 
toward the buildings. “You will find all that you require in the west houses. If 
you need anything, ring one of the gongs and it will be brought to you.” 

“What of our horses?” Bregnest asked. 

“The westernmost house is a stable,” the rider replied. “Refreshments have 
been laid out for you in the second house. The third house is for bathing; the 
fourth, for sleeping.” 

“The lady is too kind,” said Bregnest, bowing once more. 

“You will be summoned for the evening meal when the sun touches the 
western hills.” The horseman nodded once and rode away toward the tower. 

“The lady shows us a great kindness,” said Arconn as the company rode 
toward the first house. 

“Indeed,” Bregnest agreed. “I wonder why we should be so favored.” 

“Because of our young wizard friend, of course,” Skeld laughed, climbing off 
his horse and looking into the stable. “This is finer than many inns I’ve slept in,” 
he added. 

“Yes, but you’ ll sleep anywhere,” Thrang replied with a laugh of his own. 

They all laughed at Thrang’s comment as they led their horses into the stable. 

“You should be comfortable here, Shahree,” said Alex, patting the horse’s 
neck. “I don’t know much about stables, but this looks like a first-class one.” 

Shahree whinnied loudly in agreement and stepped out from under her saddle 
as Alex lifted it from her back. She was a clever horse, and Alex was quick to 
tell her so. Putting aside the saddle, he quickly brushed her down, then hurried 
out of the stable to join the others in the second house. 

The second house was a simple, massive stone pavilion. The front was 
completely open, the view overlooking the courtyard and the gardens beyond. 
Heavy wooden panels were folded like an accordion at both sides of the opening 
to cover the front of the house in cold or stormy weather. 

As Alex entered the second house, an overwhelming mixture of smells 
greeted him. A banquet had been laid out for them on three large tables. Eight 
comfortable-looking chairs were placed around a smaller, fourth table in the 
center of the room, waiting for them to arrive. 

“The Oracle knows the way to a man’s heart,” Skeld commented, piling food 
on his plate. 

“The way to your heart is no great mystery, Skeld,” said Tayo, looking 


happier than Alex had ever seen him. 

The food on the tables, as Alex found out from his friends, was from many 
different lands. Alex tried so many different dishes, he had trouble remembering 
what any of them were called. He was a little worried about some of the food 
however, because he wasn’t sure what it was made of and Skeld kept joking 
about what the ingredients might be. 

Some of the food was easy to identify, and the taste of even simple things like 
potatoes or peas seemed more intense to Alex. There were all kinds of meat and 
vegetables that Alex had never seen before, and several kinds of fresh, warm 
bread. Sweet, sour, spicy, and even smoky flavors turned up in the different 
dishes—each new flavor better than the last. 

“Tf this is refreshment, what will dinner be?” questioned Thrang, refilling his 
mug with some aged red ale that he seemed to enjoy. 

“T doubt it will be so grand as this,” Arconn replied with a knowing smile. “It 
is said the lady eats little. I doubt so many foods will be brought to her table.” 

They left the banquet behind them, moving into the third house—the 
bathhouse. 

The company entered a room with several small changing rooms inside it. 
Each of the changing rooms had a stack of clean, white towels, as well as a place 
for Alex and his friends to put their things. On the far side of the room was 
another doorway, leading to a room with a dozen enormous brass tubs. Low 
walls separated each of the tubs for privacy, but still allowed the adventurers to 
talk to each other while they bathed. Eight of the tubs were already filled with 
steaming water. 

“A blessing indeed,” said Skeld as he dove into the tub nearest the door, 
splashing water everywhere. 

“The water is meant to stay in the tub,” growled Thrang, whipping water out 
of his eyes. 

Alex thought the hot bath was even better than the meal. The hot water was 
wonderful and he couldn’t remember the last time he’d felt so clean and 
comfortable. He made a mental note to add a bath to his magic bag as soon as he 
had a chance. 

Clean and full, they left the room with the brass tubs and returned to their 
clothes. There was a moment of stunned silence when they re-entered the first 
room. Next to each companion’s dirty travel clothes was a fine new set of 
clothes waiting for them. New leather boots were waiting as well, shining from 
fresh polish. 

“The Oracle’s kindness continues,” said Arconn, looking at a sky-blue shirt 
that was sitting by his things. 


“Why does the lady favor us so?” Tayo questioned, looking at his new silver- 
gray shirt. “We have done nothing worthy of such honors.” 

Alex dressed in a dark green shirt that fit him perfectly, and his new belt had a 
bright silver buckle on it. He pulled on his new boots, and looked at himself in 
one of the large mirrors near the entrance of the building. 

“A proper adventurer,” said Skeld from behind him. “And a perfect fit all 
around.” 

“Tt seems strange,” Alex commented, looking at Skeld in the mirror. “Are 
oracles normally so kind?” 

“At times,” Skeld replied. “Though perhaps not so often as some would hope, 
and rarely so generous as this.” 

“The ways of oracles should not be questioned,” said Thrang, pulling on a 
dark red shirt. “If there’s a reason for this kindness, we will learn it soon 
enough.” 

“Whatever the reason, we seem to have won the lady’s favor,” said Bregnest, 
pushing Skeld away from the mirror so he could look at himself. 

When they finally left the bathhouse, the sun was already moving to the west. 
Alex and his friends walked into the sleeping house where they found eight large 
beds ready and waiting for them. Each of them chose a bed, and Alex noticed 
that the others put their magic bags and weapons on their beds. Alex did the 
same, though he wasn’t too happy about leaving the magic bag behind. 

“Tt’s tradition,” said Thrang, seeing Alex’s look. “The bags are for travelers, 
not guests, and weapons are for warriors, not friends.” 

Alex nodded, then followed Thrang out of the sleeping house into the shady 
courtyard where they waited to be summoned. They did not have to wait long; as 
soon as the sun touched the western hills, a young woman appeared from the 
tower. 

“My mistress bids you welcome,” she said in a voice that sounded like falling 
water. “She asks that you follow me to the dining chamber of the tower.” 

“We are honored,” replied Bregnest, bowing to the young woman. 

The rest of the company followed Bregnest’s example and bowed. The young 
woman seemed pleased and smiled as she turned back to the tower. 

Bregnest led the company as they followed their guide into the tower. On 
entering the tower, they ascended a wide, stone staircase that looked polished 
and new. Alex wondered how old the young woman was and how she had come 
to work at the Oracle’s tower. He felt the strange tingling in his hands and feet 
again and guessed that he was feeling the magic of the tower. 

At the top of the stairs, their guide turned to the right and, after a short walk, 
the company entered a large room with 


a round table in the center. On one side of the table stood a high-backed silver 
chair that was flanked by eight plain, wooden chairs. 

“Master Bregnest,” said the young woman, indicating the wooden chair 
directly to the left of the silver one. 

The woman continued calling each of the company by name and indicating 
which seat they should take. Lastly, she asked Alex to take the chair on the right 
of the silver chair. 

“My mistress will join you shortly,” said the woman, bowing to the company 
and departing. 

“You are highly honored,” Thrang said to Alex, sitting down on Bregnest’s 
left. 

Alex didn’t understand what he meant, but he remembered how the company 
had been seated around Bregnest at their dinner in Telous. There seemed to be 
some meaning to the seating arrangement then, and there was now as well, but 
Alex didn’t know what it was. 

“Welcome, honored guests,” a warm, friendly sounding voice said. 

A tall, dark-haired woman stood in the doorway, her bright blue eyes moving 
around the table to look at each of them. She wore a pure white dress edged in 
silver, and a wide, happy smile. The adventurers stared, dumbfounded, as the 
woman gracefully crossed the room and took her place in the silver chair. 

“Please, be at ease,” said the woman. “I am Iownan, Oracle of the White 
Tower. I welcome you here, and I thank you for joining me.” 

“Tt is our great pleasure,” Bregnest managed to reply as he started to rise from 
his chair. “The honor is truly ours.” 

“You are most kind, Silvan Bregnest,” replied the lady with a smile. “Please, 
be seated.” 

“May I introduce my company?” Bregnest asked as he returned to his seat. 

“I know them all,” replied Iownan. “I have watched as you have traveled in 
this land, and I know of your quest.” 

“You know much, great lady,” Bregnest stammered. “And we are in your debt 
for the kindness you have shown us.” 

“You need not be so formal, Master Bregnest,” Iownan replied. “This is but a 
dinner party. Tonight I am simply your host, not the Oracle.” 

“Your pardon, lady,” said Bregnest, inclining his head. “Though I must say, 
we have felt somewhat troubled by your kindness. We have done nothing to 
deserve your generous gifts.” 

Iownan laughed happily before she replied. “I have shown you a small 
kindness, though some would think it great.” 

She clapped her hands and several servants carrying trays entered the room. 


The table was quickly filled with an assortment of food and drink, and Iownan 
laughed again as she looked at the company. 

“T hope you see something you like,” said Iownan. “It’s not often my cooks 
have reason to prepare such a meal.” 

“Lady,” Bregnest stammered, “we are overcome with your kindness.” 

Iownan smiled and invited them to help themselves to whatever they liked. 
Though the company had eaten a great deal earlier in the day, they each made an 
effort to at least sample everything on the table. 

Alex noticed Iownan herself ate little of anything. 

“Don’t worry about me, Master Taylor,” said Iownan, looking Alex in the 
eyes. “I will not go without. Please, have some more.” 

Alex was impressed with Iownan, and it seemed that all his friends were as 
well. They all took great pains to show proper respect, remaining silent 
whenever Iownan spoke. 

“You are excellent guests,” Iownan commented when the trays had been 
picked clean. “I hate for this evening to end, but end it must. Before you rest, 
though, I will answer the two questions that you all would ask.” 

Alex and his friends straightened in their seats as Iownan spoke, looks of 
wonder on their faces. 

“The first is why my invitation was sent to young Master Taylor, instead of 
Master Bregnest,” she said, smiling at Alex. “This was because Master Taylor 
has the power of a true wizard in him, though he doubts it himself. And a 
wizard, even one untrained, should always be given respect.” 

Alex’s face flushed red as Iownan spoke, and he looked down at his napkin. 

“You need not feel shame or embarrassment here,” said Iownan, reaching out 
her hand to lift Alex’s chin. “You are among friends and what I say is true.” 

Alex continued to blush as he looked at Iownan, but now he didn’t feel 
embarrassed at all. 

“The second question,” she continued, looking around at the company, “is 
what I would ask of you in return for my kindness.” 

Iownan paused for a moment before continuing. Alex noticed that his friends 
looked worried. He wondered what Iownan would ask of them. 

“Ask what you will, great lady,” Bregnest said sincerely. “If it is within our 
power, we shall do it.” 

“You speak before you know what I would ask,” said Iownan in a thoughtful 
tone. “I will not hold you bound to this now, nor will I speak of what I will ask 
until a later time. Be content to know that I will ask, and I believe you will do as 
I ask for friendship alone.” 

“You are most generous, lady,” replied Bregnest. “Your counsel is your own. 


We will await your request.” 

Iownan smiled. “Go now and find your rest. I will speak with each of you 
tomorrow as the Oracle of the White Tower.” 

The company stood and bowed as Iownan left the room. For a moment, Alex 
thought the light in the room seemed to dim behind her. 

“My lords,” said a young man from the doorway. “I am Rothgar, and the lady 
commands I should see to your needs this evening.” 

“The lady is most kind,” said Bregnest, nodding to Rothgar. “Though I feel 
that sleep will be our only need this night. I thank you for your kindness, and the 
lady for sending you.” 

“As you wish,” Rothgar replied with a bow. “I will guide you to your rest.” 

They followed Rothgar down a corridor for some distance, then turned left, 
climbing a flight of stairs. At the top of the stairs, they turned right and suddenly 
found themselves outside the tower entrance. 

“But we went upstairs when we entered,” said Alex, looking up at the tower 
in puzzlement. 

“The inside of the tower changes,” Rothgar replied. “The rooms and corridors 
never remain the same for long.” 

“Ingenious security,” said Thrang. “Anyone not trained in how the tower 
moves would soon be lost.” 

“That is true, Master Silversmith,” said Rothgar. “Though that is perhaps the 
simplest protection the tower employs.” 

Alex and his companions said goodnight to Rothgar and returned to the 
sleeping house. They were tired after the long day and there was little talk as 
they prepared for bed. One by one, they put out the lamps and went to sleep. 

The others were soon snoring softly. Alex’s body ached for sleep, but his eyes 
would not stay closed and his mind was full of questions. Finally, he gave up and 
climbed out of bed and pulled on his new clothes. Quietly, he walked to the 
entrance of the house and slipped out into the moonlight. He thought Rothgar 
might be there, but the courtyard was empty and quiet. 

Alex walked to the stable to check on Shahree. The moonlight was bright, and 
he had no trouble seeing his way. Inside the stable, several lamps were still 
burning. Alex wondered why they had not been put out. 

“Well, Shahree,” said Alex, patting the horse’s neck. “Have you eaten as well 
as the rest of us?” 

Shahree nuzzled Alex’s shoulder affectionately but made no sound. Alex 
leaned against her neck, rubbing it gently, but said nothing more. His mind was 
buzzing with questions and he desperately tried to make sense of them. 

“You show this horse great kindness,” a voice said from behind him, “though 


once you feared her.” 

Alex spun around, surprised that he was not alone. 

“There is a great bond between you two,” continued Iownan, smiling at him 
from the stable door. 

“T have grown to trust her,” Alex stammered, unsure of what to say or how to 
act. 

“And she puts great trust in you as well,” Iownan replied, walking over and 
patting Shahree’s forehead. “I am surprised that such strong feelings have grown 
so quickly between you and this noble steed.” 

“Perhaps need has quickened the growth,” replied Alex. 

“Perhaps.” Iownan continued to rub Shahree’s forehead. “What keeps you 
from your sleep?” 

“I have so many questions. I was trying to make some order of them,” Alex 
answered. 

“And some doubts as well?” Iownan’s blue eyes seemed to look right through 
him, but they were soft and kind. 

“Yes,” said Alex, looking away. 

“Do not be troubled,” said Iownan, stepping away from Shahree. “You will 
find the answers you need, in time.” 

“And if the answers are more than I can bear?” Alex asked, voicing his 
greatest fear before he could stop himself. 

“Then you will break,” Iownan answered in a matter-of-fact tone. “Though I 
believe you are much stronger than you think.” 

“T doubt it,” said Alex, turning away again from Iownan’s gaze. 

“As do all who have not been tested,” replied Iownan with a kind smile. “You 
will have trials, that much is certain. How you deal with your trials .. . only time 
will tell.” 

“Can’t you see the future?” Alex asked. 

“The future is not yet written. I can see only possibilities and advise on the 
best way to make them come to pass—or not come to pass, as the case may be.” 

“But I thought an oracle could—” 

“See the future of men and tell them what will be? No, there are none who 
have that power. As I said, I see possibilities. Nothing more.” 

Alex stood quietly, thinking about Iownan’s words. He had hoped to find 
some answers at the White Tower, but now he wasn’t sure he would find them 
anywhere. 

“T feel so confused,” said Alex softly, though his mind felt more restful since 
Iownan had entered the stable. “I just don’t know what I should do.” 

“Come,” said Iownan, taking his hand and leading him 


out of the stable. “You need your rest. We will speak again tomorrow.” 

At the door to the sleeping house, Iownan let go of Alex’s hand. He suddenly 
felt weak and tired. Stumbling slightly, he found his way back to his bed, 
managing to get undressed before falling into a deep and peaceful sleep. 


chapter eight 


Oracle 


The next morning, Alex woke to the sound of Skeld’s laughter. Sitting up and 
looking around, he was surprised to see Skeld sitting on the floor on top of both 
Thrang and Andy. 

“What’s going on?” Alex asked, swinging his legs out of bed and reaching for 
his clothes. 

“Just a bit of fun,” Skeld replied. 

“Fun for some,” Thrang grumbled, pushing Skeld off. 

“You are too grim, Thrang,” said Skeld, still laughing as he picked himself up 
off the floor. “You ponder the future and forget the day.” 

“T have not forgotten that we will each see the Oracle today,” said Thrang in a 
serious tone. 

Alex smiled and pulled on his shirt. He couldn’t help but like Skeld; the big 
warrior was always laughing and joking. Stamping his feet into his boots, Alex 
hurried to follow his friends into the courtyard. Arconn stood next to the 
doorway, watching Alex as he approached. 

“You were up late,” Arconn commented. “Were you troubled in the night?” 

“Too many thoughts,” said Alex. “The night air helped calm my mind.” 

“And did the lady help as well?” Arconn asked, smiling at the stunned look 
on Alex’s face. 

“How did you know?” Alex questioned in a low voice. 

“I see many things others do not,” replied Arconn. “I was surprised to see her 
follow you to the stable, but perhaps I should not have been.” 

Alex stared at Arconn. He’d been sure his friends had all been asleep when 
he’d gone to the stables the night before. 

“Tt is a small thing,” Arconn continued, turning toward the doorway. “Your 
heart has been lightened and your thoughts are more clear. Because of that, I am 
happy for you. What happened is between you and the lady. Perhaps I should not 
have said anything.” 

“I’m not angry,” Alex said at last. “I just didn’t think anyone knew.” 

“As I said, it is a small matter,” said Arconn. “Now, of greater importance, is 
breakfast.” 

Alex grinned. Arconn’s words had been something of a shock, but he was 
glad his friend had seen him, though he didn’t know why. 


“Look out!” Alex heard Skeld yell just before a clump of oatmeal landed on 
his cheek. “Oh, not quick enough,” Skeld laughed. 

“Enough of your foolishness, Skeld,” said Bregnest in a loud voice. “We will 
each see the Oracle today. It won’t do for us to be covered in food.” 

“My apologies, master wizard,” said Skeld, bowing to Alex and offering him 
a napkin. “My aim was off—I meant to hit Arconn.” 

“Enough!” commanded Bregnest. “Your jests drive all thought from my 
mind.” 

Skeld returned to his breakfast without comment, though he winked at Alex 
as he sat down. Alex was troubled by Bregnest’s stern words; he seemed to be in 
a dark mood this morning, as if some great weight was pressing down on him. 

Alex and his friends ate their meal quickly and quietly. It felt to Alex like 
they were all waiting for bad news—bad news they knew would be coming 
soon. 

“My apologies, Skeld,” Bregnest said softly as they were finishing their meal. 
“T am troubled by what the day may bring.” 

Skeld bowed to Bregnest, accepting his apology. 

Alex was nervous. Last night, he’d felt at ease around Iownan, but today, she 
would speak to him as the Oracle. He wondered how different she would be. He 
hoped that, as the Oracle, she would answer some of his questions. 

“You’d best collect your ring,” said Thrang as they walked toward the tower. 
“The Oracle should be able to tell you what it is and if it has any magic in it.” 

Alex had forgotten about the ring in his magic bag, and he hurried back to the 
sleeping house to retrieve it. When Alex returned to his companions, Rothgar 
was waiting. He held a tall silver lamp that looked out of place in the early 
morning sunlight. 

“The Oracle will speak with you individually,” said Rothgar in a somber tone. 
“First, she will speak with Master Bregnest. Then, she will call the rest of you in 
turn. I will remind you all that what the Oracle says to each of you is for you 
alone. You may, in time, wish to share her words with others, but I would urge 
you to do so only with those you trust completely.” 

Bregnest stepped forward and bowed to Rothgar. Rothgar returned the bow, 
and then led Bregnest into the tower without another word. 

“Have you spoken to many oracles?” Alex asked Thrang. 

“A few,” Thrang replied. “Though none as well-known as the lady of the 
White Tower.” 

Alex felt nervous and excited, like he was waiting to see the dentist on 
Christmas morning, only better and worse at the same time. 

“Relax or you may pop,” said Skeld, jabbing him in the ribs. “You should not 


worry before the ax falls.” 

“T’m just excited,” said Alex with a weak smile. 

After some time, Rothgar appeared again, carrying his silver lamp. Bregnest 
did not return with Rothgar, which added to Alex’s nervousness. 

“The lady asks that Master Goodseed come next,” said Rothgar. 

Alex watched as Andy and Rothgar exchanged bows. Without looking back at 
the company, Andy followed Rothgar and soon disappeared from view as he 
entered the tower. 

“Where is Bregnest?” Alex questioned. 

“In the gardens I should think,” Arconn answered. “It is customary not to 
rejoin your company until all have spoken with the Oracle. Then, none will enter 
with expectations that may not be met.” 

Alex thought about Arconn’s words for a moment and decided that they made 
sense. If Bregnest had returned to the company unhappy, the rest of them would 
believe the worst and expect bad news from the Oracle. However, if Bregnest 
returned happy, they would all expect good news, and that might not be the case 
either. 

“What kinds of things will the lady tell us?” Alex asked Arconn. 

“Tt is not the lady you see today,” Thrang replied instead. “Today she is the 
Oracle.” 

“So what kinds of things will the Oracle tell us?” Alex persisted. 

“An oracle’s words are often vague,” said Tayo. “Seldom are they simple to 
understand.” 

“And they are often misunderstood,” Halfdan added. “Sometimes an oracle’s 
words mean nothing until much time has passed.” 

“And sometimes they truly mean nothing at all,” said Skeld with a grim 
laugh. 

“You don’t believe in oracles?” Alex asked. 

“T don’t disbelieve,” Skeld answered. “The future is not yet written, so none 
may know what it holds. The Oracle gives guidance, but seldom a clear answer.” 

Alex remembered what Iownan had said to him the night before and he 
smiled at Skeld’s reply. He thought Skeld might understand oracles better than 
any of his other friends. 

It wasn’t long before Rothgar reappeared, this time asking that Halfdan 
follow him. As the sun rose slowly into the sky, each member of the company 
was Called into the tower. Tayo, then Skeld, and then Thrang, until only Arconn 
and Alex were left waiting. 

“Is there some meaning in the order we are called?” Alex questioned, his 
nervousness almost unbearable. 


“Tf there is, only the Oracle knows it,” answered Arconn. “Though it is often 
thought best to be first or last to see an oracle.” 

“Why is that?” 

“First is considered a place of honor, usually reserved for a leader or a king,” 
Arconn answered slowly, considering his words. “Last is considered a place of 
respect, reserved for the wise, or wizards, or even other oracles.” 

“Have you spoken to many oracles?” 

“Many more than our friend Thrang,” Arconn replied with a laugh. “Perhaps 
more than all the others as well, though I 
seldom seek oracles for my own reasons.” 

“Then why do you seek them?” Alex asked. 

“Mostly, as now, because the company has come here. You must remember 
that I am of the elder race and our fate is not the same as men or dwarfs.” 

“The elder race?” Alex questioned. 

Before Arconn could reply, Rothgar appeared, though this time without his 
silver lamp. 

“The lady asks that you join her, Master Taylor,” said Rothgar, bowing low. 

Alex returned his bow and followed Rothgar into the tower, not looking back 
at Arconn as the others had not looked back at him. He thought it odd that 
Rothgar had bowed to him first instead of waiting as he had for the others. 

Rothgar did not speak as he led Alex down a corridor and up a long, spiral 
staircase. Alex was glad he had not been called last because that would mark 
him as a wizard for sure in his companions’ eyes. As much as he liked Skeld, he 
was getting a little tired of his constant jokes. 

He followed Rothgar up another staircase, sure they were high up in the 
tower. He wondered why Rothgar had been carrying the lamp before because the 
staircase was well-lit by windows placed at regular intervals. Eventually, they 
reached the top of the staircase and Rothgar stopped, turning to face Alex. 

“T cannot lead you further,” said Rothgar. “Climb the stairs at the end of this 
corridor. The Oracle awaits you at the top.” 

Alex wondered if this was normal, but Rothgar started down the stairs before 
he could ask. It seemed strange that Rothgar would leave him alone, but then he 
wondered if perhaps there was some greater meaning he didn’t know about. It 
seemed to him almost everything surrounding the Oracle had some meaning he 
didn’t understand. 

At the end of the corridor, Alex climbed the stairs, counting as he went, trying 
to distract his worried thoughts. When he reached three hundred and sixty steps, 
the stairs ended. Alex stepped forward into a small, dim room. 

“You wonder about many things,” said Iownan’s voice from in front of him. 


“You look for reasons and answers, yet find none.” 

“That is true,” Alex replied. 

“Why do you look?” 

“So that I may understand.” 

“Will understanding help you?” 

“I... I don’t know.” 

“What is the one thing you wish for above all else?” asked the Oracle as she 
pulled back a curtain and let sunlight fill the room. 

Alex blinked in the bright light. The figure standing before him looked like 
Iownan, but somehow he knew she wasn’t the same person who had spoken to 
him last night in the stable. He knew he stood before the Oracle of the White 
Tower. Alex swallowed hard. 

“T don’t know.” 

“Surely there is something you hope for.” She pulled open another curtain. 

“To do well,” Alex answered. 

“To do well at what?” 

“At whatever needs doing,” said Alex, confused. 

“And that makes you wiser than most,” said the Oracle with a smile. “But you 
doubt your ability to do well. You think of yourself as a small matter.” 

“T am a small matter,” said Alex. “I’m not special.” 

She shook her head. “You have been measured as a wizard. You defeated a 
troll. Even now, your magic bag holds seven others that you have won back from 
a dark place.” 

“T think Blackburn made a mistake,” said Alex in a shaky voice. “And I was 
just lucky when I fought the troll.” 

“And was it also luck that brought the great sword into your hand?” 

“What great sword?” Alex questioned. 

“The sword you carry,” she replied. “Ask your friend Arconn to look at it. He 
will know it for what it is.” 

“But even that was luck,” Alex protested. “I closed my eyes and picked it 
from a pile of swords.” 

“You may wish to call it luck, but is not luck a magical thing?” 

“T don’t understand,” said Alex. “What are you trying to say?” 

“T told you that I see possibilities,” replied the Oracle. “In you, I see many, 
though you do not see them yourself.” 

“What possibilities? I’m nobody. I just walked into a bookshop and the next 
thing I knew, I was here.” 

“Not just anyone could walk into that shop, Alex, as I’m sure your friends 
have told you,” she answered. “Not just anyone could be chosen as the eighth 


member of Bregnest’s company. And not just anyone could have so much luck.” 

“What are you saying then? That I am a . . . a wizard?” 

“I will speak plainly so you will understand,” she replied, the smile leaving 
her face. “This is not the normal way for an Oracle, but as you are young and 
know little of adventures, I will risk plain speech.” 

The Oracle paused for a moment as if thinking. 

“I see in you many things—kindness, loyalty, courage, honor. You have the 
ability to be a great wizard, if you wish to be one, or a great warrior, if that is 
what you seek. You can be both or neither, depending on the choices you make.” 

“And what would you advise me to be?” 

“I would advise you to follow your heart and not let your mind get in the 
way,” answered the Oracle, the smile returning to her face. “If you follow what 
your heart tells you, in time, you may become both a wizard and a warrior. 
Perhaps something more than both.” 

“I will try,” said Alex. 

“Yet your doubts remain,” she commented thoughtfully. “Perhaps that is 
good, as doubts often help keep pride in check.” 

“You know many things,” said Alex as he thought about the Oracle’s words. 
“You know my feelings and doubts, and still you tell me I can be a wizard and a 
warrior. I would not doubt your words, so I will try to do the best I can.” 

“It is well then,” said the Oracle with a nod. “Now, you have something else 
to ask about.” 

“I do?” 

“The ring you carry in your pocket,” she reminded him. “You wish to know 
what it is.” 

“Oh, yes,” said Alex, taking the gold-and-black ring from his pocket and 
holding it in his open hand. 

“I cannot say what this ring is,” replied the Oracle. “But I would tell you not 
to lose it, or sell it. And do not wear it—at least not until you know what it is.” 

“You cannot say, or will not say?” Alex questioned. 

“I see you are already thinking like a wizard,” she replied happily. “Let us say 
for now that I cannot say.” 

“As you wish,” said Alex, bowing to the Oracle. 

“Now you should go,” she said. “Rothgar will meet you to guide you to the 
gardens.” 

Alex turned to leave, but as he started down the stairs he heard the Oracle call 
after him. 

“Remember—doubts may check pride, but too much doubt will keep you 
from doing what must be done.” 


Alex thought about the Oracle’s words as he descended the three hundred and 
sixty stairs to the corridor. Though she had given him much to think about, his 
thoughts no longer troubled him as they had before, and he was grateful that she 
had spoken so plainly to him. 

At the end of the corridor, Rothgar was waiting as the Oracle had said he 
would be. Alex followed him down another staircase, and after several turns and 
more stairs, Rothgar led him into a garden. He bowed, then departed without 
saying a word. 

Alex looked around the garden expecting to see the rest of the company, but 
he was alone. This didn’t bother him, because he wanted some time to think 
about what the Oracle had said. He walked deeper into the garden, looking at the 
different plants and flowers that grew everywhere. Soon he heard the sound of 
falling water, and following the sound, he found Arconn sitting next to a large 
fountain. 

“Your meeting with the Oracle went well then?” Arconn asked politely. 

“Yes,” said Alex, then stopped short. “Shouldn’t you be speaking with the 
Oracle now?” 

“T have no need,” replied Arconn. “As I told you before, I am of the elder 
race.” 

“What does that mean, exactly? If you don’t mind my asking,” said Alex. 

“We elves are the eldest race of thinking creatures—except perhaps for 
dragons,” Arconn answered, looking at the falling water in the fountain. “We 
came first to all the known lands, though in some lands we have been forgotten.” 

“And why don’t you need or want to speak with the Oracle?” Alex asked. 

“Oracles are for mortals,” replied Arconn, turning his attention back to Alex. 
“Though I have spoken with many, it has been only to gain wisdom, not to learn 
about myself.” 

“You are not mortal then?” 

“You know nothing of elves,” said Arconn with a laugh. 

“Well, no,” Alex admitted. “You’re the first elf I’ve ever met.” 

“T will try to explain,” said Arconn, looking back at the fountain. “Elves are 
not mortal as you think of it, though we can die. We do not grow old or sick, but 
we may become tired of life and choose to fade away. There are also a few of my 
race who have chosen to live and die as mortal men, though for most of my race, 
life is too pleasing and we choose to remain as we are.” 

“I think I understand,” said Alex. 

“Then we should join the others,” said Arconn, standing and moving away 
from the fountain. “Though I doubt they’ve waited for us before eating.” 

Alex felt hungry as soon as Arconn mentioned food. He hadn’t eaten since 


breakfast, and now it was well past midday. 

“Do the others know that I was last?” Alex asked with some concern. “I mean 
... I didn’t want to be last because . . .” 

“Because I told you the last to see the Oracle was considered a wizard,” 
Arconn finished for him. “Yes, they know you were last, but then they already 
know you are a wizard—or at least that you may become one. Even if you have 
doubts, the others believe what Blackburn and Iownan have said.” 

“My doubts are less than they were,” said Alex. 

“That is good,” said Arconn, putting his hand on Alex’s shoulder. “Doubts 
can hold you back when need calls.” 

“There is one other thing,” said Alex, stopping again. “Iownan—I mean the 
Oracle—said I should ask you about my sword. She said it was a great sword 
and that you would know about it.” 

“Then we shall look at it this afternoon, after we have eaten, and I will tell 
you what I can,” said Arconn. 


chapter nine 


The Promise 


Alex and Arconn found the others in a much better mood than they had been 
that morning. Even Tayo smiled as they entered the feasting house to join the 
company. 

“At last,” said Skeld, lowering his mug. “I thought you’d have to go hungry. 
Andy has been eating everything in sight.” 

“No, I haven’t,” Andy protested, spitting bits of food and throwing a hunk of 
bread at Skeld. 

“There is more than enough,” said Thrang, raising his mug as if to toast Alex 
and Arconn. “The lady’s kitchens have left us wanting for nothing.” 

“Perhaps too much of your red ale,” Skeld laughed, launching the bread Andy 
had thrown at him in the direction of Thrang’s mug. 

“Tt is a fair vintage,” Thrang replied, slapping the bread away. 

Alex and Arconn helped themselves from the three tables that were once 
again covered with food. 

“You seem more at ease than you were this morning,” commented Thrang, 
looking closely at Alex. “Did the Oracle tell you what you wished to hear?” 

“Yes,” replied Alex. 

“Tt is not your concern,” said Bregnest sternly to Thrang. “You know that the 
Oracle’s words are private.” 

“Forgive me,” said Thrang, smiling ruefully at Alex. “Perhaps Skeld is right 
—TI’ve had too much ale.” 

Alex simply smiled, bowing his head slightly to accept Thrang’s apology. He 
was happy, and the thoughts that had troubled him for so long now seemed 
distant. For the first time in a long while, he felt at peace. 

Alex and Arconn ate their meal while the rest of their companions joked and 
picked at what remained on their plates. They spent their time talking happily, 
not worried about what tomorrow would bring. There was no reason to rush, and 
they were all relaxed. 

“We should look at your sword,” said Arconn as the company walked out into 
the afternoon sunlight. “Though I should tell you, my knowledge of swords is 
small.” 

“The Oracle said you would know about this one,” Alex said, turning toward 
the sleeping house. 


“Then bring it out into the sunlight,” Arconn called after him. “It is too fine a 
day to be indoors.” 

Alex entered the sleeping house and picked up his sword. He remembered 
how easily the blade had passed through the troll’s leg, as if his own effort was 
unimportant, and the strange heat he had felt during the fight. Picking up the 
scabbard, he saw that the inlayed swirls of gold still seemed to spell something, 
but he still couldn’t make out what the words might be. 

Leaving the sleeping house, Alex saw the others had gathered on the shady 
side of the bathhouse. Carrying his sword in both hands, he approached Arconn, 
who was laughing at one of Skeld’s jokes. Arconn’s laughter stopped as soon as 
he saw Alex’s sword and his eyes widened in surprise. 

“You recognize it then?” Alex asked. 

“T do,” said Arconn, his voice slightly higher than normal. “Though I never 
thought I would see such a weapon again.” 

“Can you tell me about it?” Alex held out the scabbard as the others gathered 
around to get a better look. 

“I... I can,” Arconn answered slowly. “Draw the blade so that I will be 
correct in what I tell you.” 

Alex drew the sword from its scabbard and held it up in the sunlight. The 
gold inlay flashed like fire in his hand, and Alex heard Arconn catch his breath. 

“A well-made weapon,” said Thrang, looking from the sword to Arconn and 
back again. “Looks like elfin work, though better than anything they’ve made in 
many years.” 

“Indeed it is,” said Arconn, regaining his speech. “The Oracle was wise to 
have you ask me about it. Please, return it to its scabbard.” 

As Alex obeyed, Arconn looked at Andy. “You bought this at Blackburn’s? 
He sold this to you?” 

“Yes,” Andy answered, looking worried. “He said it wasn’t one of his swords, 
but that an adventurer had sold it to him. He said it was as good as anything he’d 
ever made, maybe 
better.” 

“Better indeed,” said Arconn with a laugh. “This sword is the one the elves 
call Moon Slayer. The name is written on the scabbard, though in the ancient 
language of the dark elves.” 

“Dark elves?” Alex questioned, concerned. 

“Not evil elves as you might think,” Arconn clarified. “They were called dark 
elves because they loved the earth. Mining ore and making wonderful things 
with it was their passion. They loved it as much as the dwarf races do, perhaps 
more.” 


“Not more,” Halfdan stated in a defiant tone. 

“At least as much then,” said Arconn, bowing slightly to Halfdan. 

“You speak of them in the past,” said Skeld. “Are they no longer to be 
found?” 

“Most of them were destroyed long ago,” replied Arconn, sounding troubled. 
“The few who were left were scattered. Now most have faded away, overcome 
by the sorrows of the mortal lands.” Arconn’s eyes returned to the sword. “Men, 
goblins, even dwarfs, desired weapons and armor made by dark elves, as there 
has never been any better. Dragons hated them because not even their scales 
could protect them from a dark elf blade. The dark elves were wise, however, 
selling little of what they made. When they did sell a weapon, it was only to 
trusted friends.” 

“Do you know any more about this sword and its history?” Bregnest asked. 

“Moon Slayer was the sword of many great warriors, but I’ll not trouble you 
with their names and deeds,” replied Arconn. “I also know that whatever price 
Blackburn asked it was nothing compared to the sword’s true value. Indeed, in 
the elfin kingdoms, a treasure as great as a dragon’s hoard would be given for 
such a sword.” 

“Then you made a good bargain,” said Alex, looking at Thrang. “You paid for 
this sword, and I cannot claim it as my own.” 

Thrang looked at the sword and then at Alex. He seemed a little nervous, 
almost afraid, when he spoke. 

“The sword is yours,” said Thrang, his hand automatically stroking his beard. 
“T have no claim on it. You have chosen it—or perhaps it has chosen you. I 
offered to stand good for you, that is all. I won’t go back on my word.” 

“You show great wisdom, Thrang Silversmith,” said Arconn, nodding to the 
dwarf. “This sword chooses its own master, and it is clear it has chosen Alex.” 

Alex felt pleased that such a famous sword would choose him as its master. 
He hoped he would be able to live up to the ancient tradition of the sword, 
though he still had some doubts about his skill as a warrior. 

“For as long as you carry Moon Slayer, you will find honor among the elves,” 
Arconn said. “Keep it well, and it will keep you.” 

“Thank you,” said Alex, bowing to Arconn. “You have told me a great deal. I 
see the wisdom of the Oracle in having me ask you about my sword.” 

“As do I,” Arconn replied, glancing up at the tower. 

Alex returned the sword to the sleeping house, though he was reluctant to 
leave it there. He placed it carefully beside his magic bag, then quickly rejoined 
his companions. 

“A warrior and a wizard,” said Skeld, slapping him on the back and grinning 


broadly. “You’ve come a long way in a short time, little brother.” 

The others laughed at Skeld’s comments and so did Alex. He knew he was 
not a wizard or a watrior—at least not yet—but somehow, he knew he would be 
both someday. 

As the shadows started to creep across the courtyard, Rothgar appeared, 
carrying a large book. He bowed politely to Bregnest before addressing the 
group. 

“The lady Iownan asks for your forgiveness, as she cannot dine with you this 
evening. She asks also that I deliver this book into Master Taylor’s hands. She 
thanks you for your kindness and bids you all a good evening.” 

When he finished speaking, Rothgar bowed to Alex and handed him the large 
book. The others crowded around Alex as Rothgar departed as quickly as he had 
appeared. 

“Another gift from the lady? You must have made a great impression,” said 
Skeld, looking over Alex’s shoulder. 

Alex waved him off but didn’t say anything. The fine leather cover of the 
book was blank and he wondered what it might contain. He opened the book 
slowly and a note slipped out from inside the front cover. 


My Friend, 
Please accept this gift. It will aid you on your future journeys. I’m sure 
you will find it useful. 
Townan 


Alex handed the note to Bregnest, who read it out loud while Alex examined 
the book more closely. The pages were covered with tight, spidery writing and 
there were drawings of different plants and animals, many of which Alex did not 
recognize. 

“The lady calls you friend,” Tayo commented, sounding impressed. “It is a 
great honor for an oracle to call you friend.” 

“What’s the book then?” asked Thrang, pushing toward Alex. 

“T’m not sure,” said Alex, looking up. “I can’t read what’s written in it.” 

“What?” said Thrang in surprise. “You don’t know how to read?” 

“T can read,” Alex protested. “But the writing in the book is like the magic 
book that Arconn gave me.” 

“Tt’s elfin,” said Arconn, looking over Alex’s shoulder. “This appears to be a 
book of herb craft and healing potions.” 

“Elfin?” Alex asked in wonder. “Is the magic book written in elf too?” 

Arconn smiled at Alex’s question and looked at the note that Bregnest handed 


to him. 

“The other book is a magic book, one not written by elves,” replied Arconn, 
handing the note back to Alex. “Though many people use elfin letters in their 
writing because it is easier to express your true meaning with them. You have 
not looked at the magic book for a long time now, have you?” 

“T haven’t really thought about it,” said Alex, feeling ashamed that he had 
neglected Arconn’s gift. 

“Then we shall make time from now on,” said Arconn firmly, patting Alex’s 
shoulder. “I will teach you the elfin letters so you can read this book and the 
magic book as well.” 

“You are most kind,” Alex replied with a bow. “I am in your debt.” 

“Not at all,” said Arconn, returning the bow. 

Alex took his new book back to the sleeping house. Carefully, he tucked 
Iownan’s note inside the front cover, and then thumbed through some of the 
pages. 

“You are eager to start then?” questioned Arconn from the doorway. 

“Yes,” replied Alex, looking up at Arconn. “I have a lot to learn.” 

“As do we all,” said Arconn. “Shall we begin?” 

“Yes, please.” 

For the rest of the evening Arconn sat beside Alex in the sleeping house 
teaching him the elfin way of writing. By the time Thrang called them to join the 
rest of the company for dinner, Alex had already learned the names and shapes 
of most of the elfin letters as well as how the letters joined to form words. 

“You’ve done well,” Arconn beamed at Alex. “I have never seen a man take 
to the elfin language so quickly. Most humans have great difficulty with the 
ways of elves.” 

“Tt seems natural,” said Alex. “It’s like this is something I already know and 
only need to remember.” 

“T’m not sure I understand,” said Arconn in a thoughtful way. 

“And I’m not sure I can explain,” replied Alex. “It’s like when I first saw my 
sword. I thought I could read something written in the swirls of gold, but when I 
blinked it was gone. What you’re teaching me now is like that, only different.” 

“Then let us hope what you learn today is not gone tomorrow,” said Arconn 
with a laugh. 

Alex followed Arconn out of the sleeping house to join the rest of their 
companions in the second house. It was almost dark, but the moon was rising in 
the east. Alex looked up at the tower as they walked and wondered why Iownan 
could not join them. He felt sad and a little troubled that she could not be with 
them. 


After eating another grand meal, Alex walked to the stables while the others 
headed to the sleeping house. Bregnest was telling them about his first 
adventure, but Alex wanted to see Shahree. 

Shahree whinnied as Alex entered the stable and moved toward him in her 
stall. Alex stroked her forehead gently with his fingers but did not speak. He 
gazed into the horse’s eyes, remembering how they had once scared him. Now 
he found comfort in those eyes, the comfort of a trusted friend. 

Alex hoped Iownan would appear in the stable again, but she did not. After 
several minutes of waiting and thinking, he patted Shahree’s neck and said 
goodnight to the horse. He walked out into the moonlight and looked up at the 
White Tower. Alex knew he and the others would soon leave this place and the 
thought made him sad. 

Returning to the sleeping house, Alex found Arconn telling a story about the 
ancient elves. Alex listened closely and when Arconn would speak a name in the 
elfin language, he thought—or rather felt—he knew what it meant, though he 
could not explain the meaning in words. 

Alex went to sleep that night with the elfin words in his mind, dreaming of 
things from the distant past. 
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The next morning as they were finishing breakfast, Bregnest stood to speak to 
the company. He had a stern look on his face, but he seemed happy just the 
same. 

“Tomorrow we will depart,” he said. “The parting will be a sad one, but our 
adventure and our quest are still ahead of us.” 

“Sad for Thrang and his loss of ale,” Skeld commented, elbowing Thrang in 
the side. 

“Sad for us all, I think,” said Tayo. “It will be long before we eat such fine 
meals in such fine surroundings again.” 

“So eat while you can. I won’t cook so much or so well on the road,” said 
Thrang, laughing softly. 

The day was warm and sunny and Alex walked in the courtyard and the 
nearby gardens. That afternoon, Arconn sat with him in the gardens, teaching 
him more of the elfin writing in his new book. Alex almost asked about the 
magic book he had ignored for so long, but then Arconn began teaching him to 
speak the elfin words out loud. 

As darkness filled the courtyard, Rothgar appeared and again asked them to 
forgive Iownan for not joining them. 

“My lady will see you in the morning,” said Rothgar. “She wishes to speak to 
you all before you depart.” 


“We will await the lady’s arrival,” Bregnest replied with a deep bow. 

Alex and his friends were subdued but happy that night at dinner. Skeld told 
them a story of when his company had been surrounded by bandits and almost 
killed. With a great deal of luck and a very clever plan, they had managed not 
only their escape, but also to capture many bandit horses as well. Alex’s 
thoughts were not on Skeld’s story, though he pretended to listen and managed to 
smile and laugh at all the right places. He was thinking of the road ahead of them 
and the troubles they might meet. He knew little about this wild land and less 
about adventures, but he knew enough to be concerned. 

Once more after the evening meal, he went to the stables to see Shahree. 
Once more, he hoped Iownan would appear and talk to him. Once more, she did 
not. Alex thought about Iownan and her kindness as he rubbed Shahree’s 
forehead. He thought of her words at their first dinner in the tower, and he 
wondered what it was she would ask them to do. 

There were no stories that night in the sleeping house, and little talk. 
Everyone was busy checking their bags and making sure everything was ready 
for their departure in the morning. Bregnest rang the gong and asked the girl 
who appeared to bring him paper and pen. The girl bowed and departed, 
returning quickly with the requested items. Alex wondered why Bregnest had 
asked for something to write with, but he didn’t ask. 

Before the sun was up the next morning, Alex and his friends had gathered in 
the second house. Breakfast was waiting for them when they entered and they 
ate quickly and with little talk. Alex knew he was not the only one who would be 
sorry to leave the White Tower behind. When they finished their meal, Skeld, 
Tayo, and Halfdan went to the stables to saddle all the horses, while Alex and the 
others returned to the sleeping house to make sure nothing had been left behind. 

When they exited the sleeping house, Iownan was waiting for them in the 
courtyard with her servants behind her, each one holding many parcels. She 
smiled kindly at them all, bowing slightly first to Alex and then to Bregnest. 
Alex blushed at the honor as he returned Iownan’s bow. Iownan waited as Tayo, 
Skeld, and Halfdan brought the horses from the stable and joined their 
companions. 

“We have brought you some things to take with you,” said Iownan, waving 
her hand toward the servants. “I would not have you depart without improving 
your store of food as your journey may be a long one.” 

“You are most kind, lady,” replied Bregnest with a bow. “We find great 
sorrow in leaving.” 

Iownan nodded. Her servants came forward and gave each member of the 
company several neatly wrapped and labeled parcels. Alex put his in his magic 


bag as quickly as he could, his eyes returning at once to Iownan. 

“The road ahead may be cold as there is no guarantee that you will reach your 
goal before winter,” said Iownan, still smiling. “So we have also prepared warm 
clothing and blankets.” 

“Your kindness is too great,” said Bregnest with another bow. “We have not 
words to give thanks.” 

Iownan nodded once more. More servants came forward and more parcels 
were given to each member of the company. 

“Now I will answer your question,” said Iownan, her smile fading. “Though it 
troubles me greatly to ask such a thing of my guests.” 

“Ask what you will, great lady,” said Bregnest. “If it is in our power, we shall 
do as you ask.” 

“You are very kind,” Iownan replied, a weak smile returning to her face. 
“This is what I would ask of you all: that you return to me a lost treasure of the 
White Tower.” 

“What treasure of the tower has been lost?” Bregnest questioned in surprise. 

“Long ago, there was a stone in the high places of the tower. It was not a gem; 
it was a crystal of clear stone, like glass, and it was stolen from the tower.” 
Iownan looked pained as she spoke. “The stone is now hidden in Slathbog’s 
hoard, so I ask that you return it to me, if your quest is completed successfully.” 

“Tf any of us remain alive when Slathbog is defeated, we shall return the stone 
to you,” said Bregnest, dropping to one knee as he spoke. “This I pledge on my 
life and my honor, as leader of this company.” 

“Your pledge is great, Silvan Bregnest, and I know it to be true. But I will not 
hold any man to another’s pledge and so must ask that each of you make his own 
pledge. If any of you feel you cannot make this pledge, I will not force it on 
you.” 

Arconn dropped to one knee beside Bregnest. “I shall pledge as Bregnest has. 
I will do as you ask.” 

The rest of the company followed Arconn’s example, each kneeling and 
pledging that if they were still alive when Slathbog was dead, to return the 
crystal to the White Tower. The pledge took on more meaning for Alex as he 
said it out loud, and he saw once more Jownan’s wisdom. 

“True friends, you give me great hope,” said Iownan, smiling at them. 
“Though there is great sorrow in our parting, ride now, and know my hopes and 
good wishes go with you.” 

Alex found himself unable to reply to Iownan’s words. A strange feeling of 
joy was in his heart, along with a deep sorrow as well. The company mounted 
their horses without speaking, and each of them bowed to Iownan as they rode 


past. 

Alex and his companions rode east toward the rising sun. They soon left the 
orchards and gardens of the White Tower behind, but they didn’t look back. 
Alex’s sorrow diminished as he rode, and only the joy of Iownan’s kind words 
and smile remained with him. 

Bregnest halted the company at the top of the first hill they came to, looking 
back at the White Tower before it was lost from sight. In soft voices, Alex and 
his friends each repeated their promise to Iownan, then turned away and rode on. 


chapter ten 


Magic Sword 


The road grew worse as Alex and his friends continued east. Grass and weeds 
grew over the path in several places and there were no bridges over the streams 
they had to cross. Alex thought the road hadn’t been ridden over for a hundred 
years or more. 

The day was clear and the sun grew hot as they traveled; it seemed the heat of 
summer would soon replace the pleasant warmth of spring in Vargland. Alex 
looked up at the clear sky, considering how far they still had to go. He had 
already traveled further on this adventure than he had ever gone in his life. 

They camped early that first night away from the White Tower, finding a 
sheltered place a short distance off the road. There was less laughter now than 
there had been, but they all remained in good spirits. 

“We should keep a watch again,” said Bregnest as they ate their evening 
meal. “These wilder lands have many dangers.” 

“That is true,” Thrang said. “Though I doubt we’ I find any trouble so close to 
the White Tower.” 

They agreed that keeping a watch would be a good idea, and Bregnest marked 
eight stones and placed them in a bag for each member of the company to draw 
their watch as he had done before. Alex, with his normal luck, drew the stone 
marked for the first watch, which made him happy. 

As the others prepared for sleep, Arconn remained by the fire with Alex. He 
asked Alex to bring out his books so they could continue their lessons. Alex was 
happy to do so since the book that Iownan had given him was turning out to be 
interesting, now that he could read parts of it. Arconn also insisted he try to read 
from the magic book, even though it was much harder to understand, even with 
Arconn’s help. 

“The book of magic is written with letters similar to the elfin,” Arconn 
explained, “though they are not exactly the same. You will need to learn both. 
Learning the one will help with the other.” 

“Do the words mean the same thing in both books?” Alex questioned. 

“At times they do,” said Arconn as he considered the question. “But magic 
words are not elfin in nature. They are more difficult to speak and read, but also 
more powerful.” 

“There is power in the words?” Alex asked. 

“All words have some power, whether written or spoken,” Arconn replied 


with a soft laugh. “You know this already, as do all who can read or speak, but 
perhaps you have never thought of it that way before.” 

“Words have power to communicate and to tell us what things are,” said 
Alex, thinking hard. 

“Yes, that,” Arconn agreed. “But words can do more than explain what things 
are. Words can give us knowledge and understanding. They can tell us of things 
as they once were, as they should be, or even as they might be.” 

“And that is power?” questioned Alex. 

“Understanding and knowledge are the beginning of all power,” answered 
Arconn. “It is late, and your watch has passed. Go sleep. We will continue 
tomorrow.” 

Alex left the fire and sat down on his blankets. He considered Arconn’s words 
about understanding and knowledge. He wondered what Arconn meant by 
“should be” and “might be.” He didn’t see how understanding what something 
might be could be magical. Arconn’s lessons were not nearly as simple as 
Thrang’s inferno and quench commands had been. Alex’s questions and the 
magic letters continued to bounce through his mind as he slowly fell into a deep 
sleep. 

The next morning, Alex woke early, his thoughts about magic vanishing in 
the night, but Arconn’s lessons continued. As the company rode, Arconn would 
occasionally ride to one side or the other and climb off his horse. When he 
caught up to the group again, he would stop next to Alex and Andy. He would 
hand a leaf or twig or a seed to Alex and ask him to identify it. Most of the items 
Alex recognized from studying Iownan’s book. When Alex could not tell Arconn 
what an item was and what it was used for, Arconn would simply smile and 
place the item in a leather pouch that hung from his saddle. Alex knew Arconn 
would bring these items out again when he had read more and could identify 
them. 

By the end of their third day away from the White Tower, the weather turned 
wet once more. Low clouds filled the sky, and the wind picked up from the west. 
The road led them more to the south, though their main direction remained east. 

“Summer rains are coming,” said Tayo as they ate their dinner. 

“At least it’s not cold,” Skeld replied with a laugh. “Though wet is wet, no 
matter the temperature.” 

“Wind and rain are allies to bandits,’ Bregnest commented thoughtfully, 
scanning the area around their camp. 

The hills they had been riding through were small and had spread out. The 
small meadows had grown into wide open fields with only a few clumps of trees 
and small hills between them. 


“We should stay alert,” Bregnest continued, returning his gaze to the 
company. 

“Alert and quiet,” Thrang added, glancing at Skeld. 

That night, Alex had a hard time reading as he sat beside the fire with 
Arconn. His mind was occupied with thoughts of bandits and the trouble that 
could mean. Arconn seemed strangely watchful as well, as if he were waiting for 
something. He would gaze into the darkness for long periods of time as Alex 
read aloud, seeming to pay no attention to what Alex was saying. 

“Are there really bandits this close to the White Tower?” Alex asked as he 
finished his reading. 

“We are far from the tower now,” replied Arconn, his eyes fixed on the 
darkness. “Bandits have little respect for anything, even an oracle.” 

“Will they try to kill us?” Alex questioned nervously. 

“Perhaps. Though I think they would try to steal our horses first. A company 
on foot is easier prey.” 

“Andy said bandits would attack first and steal our horses later,” Alex 
commented, remembering Andy’s words at the Troll’s Stream. 

“Andy has little experience with bandits. Though at times they will attack 
first and steal later.” 

Alex stood beside Arconn and looked into the darkness, but he couldn’t see 
anything at all. He listened as hard as he could, but all he heard was the wind 
moving through the nearby trees. 

“Perhaps we should build the fire up.” 

“That would draw them like moths, if there are any about,” said Arconn. 
“Take your rest. Your watch has passed and mine is just beginning.” 

Alex did as Arconn said, putting his books back inside his magic bag as he 
moved to the tent he and Andy shared. They had been sleeping under the stars, 
but with the threat of rain, they had set up their tents as a precaution. Alex 
looked back at his friend before entering the tent; Arconn remained still and 
silent, gazing into the darkness. 

They followed the road for several more days, seeing no sign of anyone or 
anything as they went. Each night, Arconn would teach Alex, who was learning 
quickly; Arconn seemed happy and impressed with his progress. 

“Soon you will be able to read elfin as well as any man, and better than many 
elves,” said Arconn with a smile as Alex put his books away. 

“You are a good teacher,” Alex replied. 

Arconn did not reply, his eyes turning suddenly from Alex to the darkness 
around the camp. Alex followed Arconn’s gaze, but he could see only darkness. 

“What is it?” Alex questioned softly. 


“Perhaps nothing,” replied Arconn, his gaze remaining on the darkness. 
“Perhaps something. I have felt for several days that we are being watched.” 

“Should I wake the others?” 

“No,” said Arconn. “The danger is not close. Not yet.” 

Alex felt nervous and tense as he lay down on his blankets. Anticipation filled 
his mind and he found it difficult to sleep. He pulled his sword closer to him, 
letting his hand rest on the hilt. The cold metal seemed to ease his worries, and 
slowly he fell into a fitful sleep. 

A hand covered Alex’s mouth and he jerked awake, wanting to cry a warning 
to his friends. His hand gripped tightly around his sword. 

“Stay quiet,” Thrang’s voice whispered. “Trouble’s close. Pull on your boots 
and come outside. Quickly.” 

Alex could hear Andy moving in the darkness, but his eyes would not focus. 
He pulled on his boots and rubbed his eyes, trying hard to shake off sleep. 
Fastening Moon Slayer to his belt, he followed Andy out of the tent. He could 
breathe better in the open air, but he was still having trouble seeing. Clouds filled 
the sky, hiding the moonlight, but he could make out the gray outlines of his 
companions standing near the cold fire pit. As quietly as he could, Alex moved 
toward them, his senses becoming sharper with each step. 

The wind had died down, allowing a strange silence to settle over the 
campsite. Alex could hear trees creaking softly in the light breeze, but what he 
focused on was the sound of horses in the distance, moving slowly from side to 
side. 

“They will come soon,” whispered Thrang. “Be ready.” 

Alex and his friends spread out, forming a line in front of their camp. Thrang 
was next to him on his right, Andy on his left. To Thrang’s right stood Halfdan 
and then Bregnest, but there was no sign of Tayo, Skeld, or Arconn. Alex 
gripped his sword tightly, worried about his friends. 

“Where are the others?” Alex asked nervously, keeping his voice lowered. 

“Close,” Thrang replied, lifting his ax to a fighting position. 

Alex followed Thrang’s example and drew Moon Slayer from his side. The 
blade shimmered black in the darkness, a hint of blue running down the sharp 
edges. Alex felt a strange heat growing inside him as he held the sword and 
waited for battle. It was the same heat he had felt when he fought the troll, 
though he hadn’t noticed it then. A powerful desire to rush into battle grew in his 
chest and mind, but he resisted it, thinking it was just his nerves. 

Suddenly the sound of horses grew louder, moving fast, no longer shifting 
from side to side but coming straight toward the camp. 

Alex felt his stomach tighten, knowing that any moment he would have to 


fight and kill if he wanted to stay alive. 

From out of the darkness, the dim outline of men on horses appeared, and 
Alex heard a terrible yell from the bandits as they charged. Alex and his friends 
raised their own battle cry when the bandits came into view. Alex saw some of 
the horsemen turn quickly to ride away, surprised to see an armed company 
ready to fight, but the rest charged forward wildly. Alex stood firm with his 
companions, afraid, but ready to meet the charging bandits and his fate. 

The noise of steel meeting steel filled the air around him, followed by the 
groans of wounded and dying men. Alex sidestepped a charging horse, swinging 
Moon Slayer at the rider’s body as hard as he could. He didn’t think to strike a 
second time, but quickly looked for another enemy to fight. A strange madness 
filled his mind as he wielded his sword, a madness that drove him recklessly into 
the battle. To Alex, his movements felt natural but strangely alien as well. There 
was no time for him to think even if he’d been able to focus his mind. He had to 
attack the bandits if he wanted to stay alive, and he did attack. Without 
hesitation, without thought, and without fear, Alex rushed into battle as a great 
happiness and a deep 
sorrow filled his heart and mind. 

The bandits quickly changed their minds about the attack and turned their 
horses to flee. They let out another scream as they tried to make their escape. 
Skeld, Tayo, and Arconn were waiting for them, ready to attack them from 
behind. Again there was the sound of steel on steel as more bandits fell from 
their horses. 

Alex rushed toward the remaining bandits he could see, slashing at them as 
they tried to break away. He felt a great heat inside his body as he attacked, 
swinging his sword wildly at everything on horseback. His movements were 
quicker now, and he could see his enemies clearly in the darkness, as if some 
strange light illuminated them. Running forward, Alex fought to stop the bandits 
from escaping, cutting down any who came near him. 

As quickly as it had begun, the battle was over. Alex spun around, wildly 
looking for more bandits, but there were none left. The heat inside him began to 
cool quickly, and as it cooled, darkness clouded his vision. 

“Are you all right, Alex?” asked Arconn, standing at a distance. “Is the heat 
leaving you?” 

“Yes,” replied Alex, suddenly feeling tired and weak. “What . . . what 
happened to me?” 

“Tt is the sword,” said Arconn, stepping a little closer. “Its power entered you, 
its master.” 

Alex didn’t reply but looked down at the sword in his hand. The sword’s 


edges gleamed bright blue, as if tiny flames raced up and down the blade. It 
looked beautiful in the darkness, and Alex felt a surge of fierce pride that Moon 
Slayer was his sword. 

“You didn’t tell me this would happen,” said Alex, his eyes turning to 
Arconn. “I mean, having the power of the sword enter me.” 

“T wasn’t sure it would,” replied Arconn with a slight smile. “I have heard 
stories, but I have never seen it happen. At least, not until tonight.” 

“We all saw it,” said Andy, coming up beside Alex. “It was amazing. If I 
hadn’t seen it myself, I’d never have believed it.” 

“What did you all see?” Alex asked, fear growing inside of him. 

“A strange, pale light,” Bregnest replied softly, watching Alex closely, a look 
of wonder on his face. “Like you were glowing. Not like a lamp, but like a beam 
of moonlight in the 
darkness.” 

“Indeed he was,” said Thrang, looking from Alex to Bregnest. “I’ve heard 
stories too, but never thought I’d see something like this.” 

“What does it mean?” Alex asked in a troubled voice. 

“The fire of a great warrior was lit inside of you this night,” replied Arconn. 
“The sword has chosen its true master, and now we all know why the sword was 
named Moon Slayer.” 

“But I’m not a great warrior,” Alex protested. 

“Tell that to the bandits,” said Skeld with a grim laugh. 

Alex looked at the ground in surprise. Around him lay the bodies of the 
bandits he had killed. A spark of fear ran through him as he realized what he had 
done. Without thinking, he had rushed into the charging bandits and killed them. 
How many had he killed? He wasn’t sure. 

What troubled Alex most was that now that the battle was over, he felt 
nothing toward the dead bandits. He had simply done what he had to do. There 
were no feelings of guilt or sorrow or even happiness. There was only the 
knowledge that he’d done what had to be done—he’d killed the enemy. The 
whole battle seemed like some half-forgotten dream. 

“This can’t be,” said Alex, looking at his companions helplessly. 

“Tt is,” said Arconn in a kindly voice. “It is part of what you are. You cannot 
change what you are any more than you can change the sun or the sky. You can 
only accept it, and learn to use your gifts wisely.” 

Alex took a deep breath and let out a sigh. He knew Arconn was right and 
that the warrior inside him was a part of his true self. 

“What now?” Alex asked, wiping Moon Slayer on the grass and returning it 
to his side. 


“We’ll wait for daylight,” said Bregnest. “Then we’ll search the bandits for 
anything of value.” 

“Tsn’t that stealing?” Alex asked with a weak smile. 

“They’re dead,” Skeld laughed. “And they are bandits.” 

Alex knew the bandits would have killed them and stolen their things if they 
could have. He also knew from reading the Adventurer ’s Handbook that bandits 
fell into the same group of evil creatures as goblins and trolls. It wasn’t stealing, 
but Alex didn’t like the idea of searching the dead bodies. 

Thrang relit their campfire and they gathered around the flames to wait for 
dawn. Thrang cooked breakfast, muttering to himself about Alex’s moonlight 
glow. He seemed amused by the evening’s events, even if Alex wasn’t. When the 
eastern sky started to grow light, Skeld and Halfdan rode off in search of the 
bandits’ horses. 

The darkness slowly changed to a dull gray as the sun came up behind the 
clouds. The air smelled like rain as Alex and his companions returned to the 
dead bandits. Alex wished it would rain and wash away the smell of death and 
the color of blood. He felt strange, going through the pockets of the dead 
bandits, but the others didn’t seem to mind at all. They placed everything of 
value they found, including weapons, near their fire pit. Then they piled the dead 
bandits downwind from their camp. 

“Slim pickings,” commented Thrang, tossing a bandit onto the pile. “Bandits 
never have much of value.” 

“Then why bother?” Alex asked, struggling to drag a body to the pile himself. 

“You never know,” replied Thrang, helping Alex toss the dead bandit onto the 
pile. “You might find something wonderful from time to time. Besides, every 
little bit helps to build the fortune.” 

Once they had piled the bodies, they gathered wood and put it on top of the 
stack. Thrang ignited the piled wood with his inferno command, standing back to 
watch as the flames spread. Alex watched with Thrang as the fire consumed the 
dead men, and then he turned and walked back to the campfire. He tried not to 
think about the bandits burning a short distance away, but it was difficult not to. 
It was one thing to kill a troll and have it turn to stone, but this was something 
else. 

“Not much,” said Bregnest, separating the small pile of treasure into eight 
smaller piles. “Though the horses will bring a fair price in Techen.” 

“Techen?” Alex questioned. 

“A small city, four or five days’ ride from here,” Bregnest answered. “I hadn’t 
planned to stop there, but if we have horses to sell, it will be worth it.” 

“And we might be able to get some information about Varlo and the lands 


around it,” added Thrang. 

“Varlo is the resting place of Slathbog,” explained Arconn before Alex could 
ask. “It was an ancient city, and very rich. Which is why the dragon came there, 
of course.” 

“How much do we know about Varlo?” Alex asked. 

“Little more than what Arconn has just said,” Thrang replied. “We do know 
there was a great castle, its foundation set deep in the mountain’s side.” 

“And deep in the mountain is where the worm will be hidden,” said Tayo in a 
grim tone. “He’s not likely to leave his hoard above ground.” 

Alex knew almost nothing about dragons and what they would or would not 
be likely to do. The Adventurer’s Handbook said little about dragons and nothing 
about Slathbog. He wondered how much more his companions could tell him 
about dragons, certain he would need all the information he could get before 
facing Slathbog. 

Skeld and Halfdan returned with a string of twenty horses. The horses looked 
well cared for, which surprised Alex. He thought they would be unhealthy and 
uncared-for creatures, judging by what he’d seen of the bandits who had been 
riding them. 

“We found these easily enough,” said Skeld with his normal smile. “The 
others have run further than we cared to 
follow.” 

“Anything in the saddlebags?” questioned Thrang. 

“We haven’t looked,” Halfdan replied, glancing back at the horses. “Thought 
it best to come back with these than wait around for an arrow in the back.” 

“You mean there are more bandits out there?” Alex asked in a concerned 
tone. 

“Tf there are, they are few,” Bregnest replied. “And after last night’s events, 
they’ll stay well clear of us.” 

Skeld and Halfdan dismounted and began taking the saddlebags off the 
captured horses. To Thrang’s delight, the contents of the saddlebags more than 
tripled the amount of treasure they had to divide. Alex hesitated, thinking that 
the bandits were men after all and not monsters. 

“Don’t trouble yourself over them,” said Tayo, watching Alex’s face. “Once a 
man becomes a bandit, he is no longer truly a man.” 

“I don’t understand,” said Alex. 

“They become wild and cruel,” said Thrang, taking notice of the discussion. 
“Bandits don’t care about nothing but stealing and killing. In most lands there’s a 
bounty on them. They’re nothing more than a plague to all people.” 

Alex nodded his understanding and took his share of the treasure, trying to 


forget his misgivings about the bandits being men. 

“We’ll ride to Techen,” said Bregnest as they prepared to depart. “If the rains 
hold off, we should make it in four days.” 

“And if the rains come, it will be five or six,” Skeld replied. “And the horses 
won’t look so good when we try to sell them.” 

“Then I expect you to take care of them,” answered Bregnest with a smile. 
“And if they don’t fetch a fair price, you’!] make up the difference to us all.” 

Skeld laughed loudly and Alex wondered if anything ever dimmed his happy 
mood. Skeld’s endless happiness made Alex’s heart feel lighter so he was glad 
that Skeld was with them. 

The rains held off for two days as the company rode toward Techen and they 
made good time both days. The morning of their third day, though, the rain 
started falling, building into a terrific downpour before midday. Alex and his 
friends moved slowly along the muddy and slick road. The rain continued as 
they stopped to camp for the night. 

“At least we can eat without getting any wetter,” Skeld laughed, shaking his 
head like a dog. 

The company’s mood had darkened slightly because they were all soaked to 
the skin and unhappy about it. The muddy road had slowed their progress as 
well, and Bregnest said he thought it would be at least two more days before 
they reached Techen. 

“Remember, when we reach Techen, we are trading horses. Nobody is to 
speak of our goal to anyone,” warned Bregnest. “I will make a few inquiries 
about Varlo and see if there is anything I can learn.” 

The company agreed with Bregnest’s plan, though Alex thought eight 
adventurers turning up and trading bandit ponies was sure to attract interest from 
the people of Techen. If anyone knew anything about Varlo, they would quickly 
suspect that Alex and his friends were headed there. 

“Perhaps they will,’ agreed Arconn when Alex spoke his mind that night 
during his watch. “But many adventurers come and go on different quests and 
most ask about Varlo.” 

“Tf they’re on a different quest, why do they ask?” Alex questioned. 

“For future reference,” replied Arconn. “Every adventurer dreams of one day 
seeking a dragon’s hoard, as that is one of the richest quests an adventurer can go 
on. So, many will ask, but few will ever attempt the challenge.” 

“Ts it really that dangerous?” Alex asked. 

“Tt won’t be easy,” answered Arconn. “Though nothing of importance ever is. 
Bregnest is following a dream of his own, and a prophecy. Both will help us, I 
think.” 


“Prophecy?” 

“Yes, but it is not mine to speak of,” said Arconn. “We will discuss what I 
know of dragons tomorrow night during your watch. Though I know little 
enough, I may know as much as any other.” 

“May I ask you something else?” Alex questioned. 

“You should rest, your watch has passed,” said Arconn. 

“Tt’s about my sword,” said Alex. “About the feelings I had when we were 
fighting the bandits.” 

“Ah, I wondered how the sword might affect you,” said Arconn. “Many 
emotions are bound to the magic of your sword. Tell me, what did you feel?” 

“Tt is hard to explain, but while I was using the sword, I felt almost like 
laughing out loud and crying at the same time.” 

“And after the battle?” 

“I didn’t really feel anything after. I just . . . well, I just knew that I’d done 
what was needed. I didn’t feel happy or sad or anything.” 

Arconn looked into the darkness beyond the fire. “The elves who made your 
sword took great joy and pride in their work, yet they also had great sorrow 
because they were forced to create weapons of destruction. The magic they put 
into your sword holds both their joy and their sorrow. So when the magic enters 
you...” 

“I feel their emotions as well,” said Alex. 

“Yes. I would guess the joy was greater, as the sword was being used to 
destroy evil. Still, it is a terrible kind of joy, one tempered by much sorrow.” 

“Yes,” said Alex. “It was a terrible joy.” 

“Do not be troubled, Alex,” Arconn went on. “The emotions will always be 
there, but I think, in time, they will not trouble you so much.” 

“Thank you for telling me what you know,” said Alex, bowing to Arconn and 
then making his way to his tent. 

The next morning dawned bright and clear. The clouds had drifted away 
during the night, and the sun came out to dry the waterlogged land. They made 
good progress that day, but as night crept across the land, there was still no sign 
of Techen. 

That night during his watch, Arconn told Alex all he knew about dragons, 
which was more than Alex would have guessed. 

“Forgive me for saying so, but you seem to have great respect for dragons,” 
said Alex, as Arconn finished speaking. 

“Indeed I do,” said Arconn with a slight smile. “They are powerful and 
magical creatures; some of them are very noble. It is said in some lands they are 
friendly to other races. Still, they are all dragons at heart.” 


“And what does that mean?” Alex asked. 

“As with all people, they are what they are,” replied Arconn, shrugging. 
“They have their own nature, and that is to be a dragon. Most dragons are 
considered evil because they lust for treasure and never seem to have enough. 
Some, however, have overcome that lust, or perhaps never had it. Those few 
dragons are very wise.” Arconn’s voice dropped to a whisper. “One last thing 
you should know about dragons—Never look a dragon in the eye unless you are 
sure you are stronger than it is.” 

“Why?” Alex asked, wondering if anyone could really be stronger than a 
dragon. 

“Dragons are magical. They have powers of their own that only they 
understand. If you look them in the eye, they can capture you in a spell.” 

“Can the spell be broken?” 

“Tt is said that once the dragon looks away, the spell will be broken,” replied 
Arconn. “Though I’ve never heard of anyone escaping a dragon once he had 
gazed into the dragon’s eyes.” 

Alex considered everything Arconn had told him about dragons. He 
wondered what might be seen in a dragon’s eyes, and if it would be worth the 
risk of looking. 

That night, Alex dreamed about dragons and the mysteries hidden behind 
their eyes. He dreamed that he could look into a dragon’s eyes without fear, but 
before he could look, it was morning, and time to ride on. 


chapter eleven 


Techen 


It was almost noon the next day when Alex and his friends reached the city 
of Techen. It was not a large city nor was it a fair city to look at. Most of the 
buildings were short and brown, their walls cracked and bulging. The tallest 
buildings Alex could see were several towers built into the wall around the city. 
The towers were twice as high as anything else, and Alex was amazed they 
could stand so tall when they looked so close to falling down. 

“Tt’s not much to look at,” said Andy, riding next to Alex. “But if half the 
tales are true, the stop will be worth it.” 

“Why?” questioned Alex. 

“They say a feast in Techen is worth two in any other city,” Andy replied with 
a smile. 

“Tt would have to be something special to make up for the city’s appearance,” 
Alex commented in a lowered tone. 

“The food is supposed to be incredible,” Andy continued, taking no notice of 
Alex’s comment. “They say that this is where most of the really great ideas in 
food were started.” 

“And Master Goodseed would know a bit about food,” Skeld laughed happily 
from behind Alex. “I’ve noticed he never gets enough of Thrang’s cooking.” 

Skeld and Halfdan had been riding at the rear of the company, leading the 
bandit horses they had captured. Andy turned around quickly to reply to Skeld’s 
comment, but both Skeld and Halfdan were already laughing too hard to hear 
anything he had to say. 

Alex smiled to himself but managed to keep from laughing as well. 

He noticed Andy’s attention focus on the city as they approached the main 
gates, and he tried to see what Andy found so interesting there. 

“Hold,” a voice commanded from the gate. “State your names and business.” 

“Silvan Bregnest and company,” Bregnest replied loudly. “We have come to 
sell horses, if there are any here who would buy.” 

“Indeed, yes, there are. We’ll have a look,” answered the voice. 

A small door in the main gate opened and a short man with a round, good- 
natured face stepped out. He wore a black uniform with dark green edging on the 
cuffs and collar, and two rows of shiny brass buttons running down the front. 
Alex thought the man looked a little old to be a guard. 


“These are not wild horses,” said the man, looking at the horses behind Skeld 
and Halfdan. “These are bandit horses.” 

“You speak truly, sir,” said Bregnest, climbing off his own horse and walking 
toward the man in uniform. “We were attacked some days ago by bandits and 
captured these after the attack.” 

“Well, then, that is something,” the man replied, looking closely at Bregnest. 
“T count twenty horses and only eight of you. How many of your company were 
lost in the attack?” 

“None,” answered Bregnest. “We were fortunate; the bandits did not take us 
unaware.” 

“Indeed,” said the man, a look of wonder on his face. “Most fortunate I 
should say, and very lucky as well.” 

“Perhaps so,” Bregnest agreed. “Now, may we enter your fine city to sell 
these horses?” 

“Oh, yes,” the man replied quickly. “My apologies, Master Bregnest. We have 
seen few travelers of late, and travelers with bandit horses to sell . . . well, that is 
something unheard of in years. I’m quite sure the magistrate will want to meet 
you.” 

“We will be pleased to meet the magistrate,” said Bregnest with a slight bow. 
“But first we will need a place to stable these horses. Can you name where we 
can get a fair price?” 

“Oh, yes, yes indeed,” the man beamed. “Tantic’s would be your best bet. Old 
man Tantic has a fine stable and is a good judge of horses. He also keeps a 
pleasant inn next to his stables so you and your companions can find a place to 
rest as well.” 

“And where might we find Master Tantic and his inn?” Bregnest asked 
politely. 

“Up the main street and left at the square,” the man replied. “Tell him 
Bartholomew the gatekeeper sent you. I’m sure he will be most helpful.” 

“Our thanks,” said Bregnest, bowing slightly before returning to his horse. 

Bartholomew called for the main gate of Techen to be opened. The few 
guards present watched as the company rode through the open gates, and then 
they quickly closed the gates. 

“TIl let the magistrate know you’re staying at Tantic’s,” Bartholomew called 
after Bregnest. “I’m sure he’ll be along directly to see you.” 

Bregnest led the company up the main city street to the square. Alex thought 
the buildings looked even worse close up than they did from a distance. He was 
beginning to think Andy had been joking when he’d been talking about the 
excellent food because everything in Techen looked rather shabby and dull. He 


was about to say something to Andy when the smell of something delicious 
reached his nose. 

“It seems the stories are true,’ 
could speak. 

“Yes, it does,” Alex quickly agreed. 

Alex let his attention settle on the wonderful smells filling the air. He had 
never smelled anything like it before, and his opinion of Techen went up with 
each new scent that reached his nose. He detected fresh bread and honey, roasted 
meats, spices, and surprisingly, chocolate. Alex tried to enjoy each individual 
scent, but with so many in the air it wasn’t easy to do. For a moment he thought 
he could smell caramel, but it was soon lost to a wonderful blend of maple syrup 
and sausages. 

Alex hardly noticed when the company turned left at the square and made 
their way to Tantic’s inn and stable. The yard around the inn seemed deserted 
however, and the stable was empty. Alex realized the only people he had seen in 
Techen were the gate guards and Bartholomew. Even the square had been empty 
as they rode past. 

“Very quiet for so large a town,” commented Halfdan. “You’d think there 
would be someone about.” 

“The people of Techen are suspicious of strangers,” said Skeld, his smile as 
bright as ever. “All the horses will make them more suspicious of us.” 

“Hello, there!” a man called from the inn. “And what may I do for you?” 
Alex thought that the man’s tone of voice sounded like someone welcoming 
unwanted relatives who turned up unexpectedly and needed a place to stay. 

“Perhaps a great deal,” said Bregnest. “Can you direct me to Master Tantic?” 

“Indeed I can,” replied the man curtly. He was a short, balding man who 
looked a great deal like Bartholomew the gatekeeper. He wore a dark blue coat 
and black pants with high black boots. “And who might you be, and what reason 
might you have to seek Tantic?” 

“T am Silvan Bregnest. The gatekeeper Bartholomew informed us that Master 
Tantic might be interested in buying some horses from us.” 

The man looked from Bregnest to the horses behind Skeld and Halfdan. 
“Bandit ponies, I should say. They seem to have lost their masters.” 

“Indeed they have,” replied Bregnest with a smile. “So we thought we should 
find them a new master.” 

“There is wisdom in that,” said the man with a slight smile. “Well then, if 
that’s your business, Pll speak more plainly. I am Tantic, and I am interested in 
buying horses. However, the day is growing warm and this is not the place to 
discuss business.” 
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said Andy with a wide smile, before Alex 


“Then perhaps your inn is a better place,” Bregnest suggested. “We would 
spend the night, if you will have us.” 

“Very well then,” Tantic replied, his tone becoming friendlier. “You’|l have to 
stable your own horses. The rest can go in the corral there.” Tantic motioned to 
the corral next to the stable, walking over to unlatch the gate. 

“I suppose you’ll want to sell the saddles and trappings as well,” said Tantic, 
looking over the bandits’ horses. 

“Tf that is acceptable,” answered Bregnest, dismounting and giving his horse’s 
reins to Arconn. “We have no need for saddles without horses.” 

“No, of course not,” Tantic agreed, swinging the wooden gate of the corral 
wide open. “What would you want with 
saddles and no horses? Common sense you’d want to sell 
the saddles as well.” 

Tantic watched the horses closely as Skeld and Halfdan led them into the 
corral. He seemed pleased with what he saw. He closed the gate behind Skeld 
and Halfdan, and then stood looking over the horses. Alex and the rest of the 
company dismounted and led their horses into the stable while Bregnest 
remained with Tantic by the corral. 

Inside the stable, they found the stalls were empty, though there was a good 
supply of hay and oats. They quickly unsaddled their horses and made their way 
back toward the stable door. Alex lingered behind, making sure Shahree had 
plenty of food and water. 

“A fine-looking animal,” said a thin, reedy voice. “Would you consider 
selling her?” 

“Not for any price,” replied Alex, turning around to see an old man standing 
behind him. 

“Then you are wise,” said the old man. “I see there is a bond between you 
two, and she would not willingly take another master.” 

“You see much,” said Alex, feeling uncomfortable under the old man’s gaze. 

The old man walked toward Shahree’s stall, moving slowly, his left leg 
dragging a little behind him as he moved forward. 

“Tell your leader that I have information,” whispered the old man to Alex, 
looking over his shoulder to make sure they were alone. “I will speak with him, 
if he will allow it.” 

“Information?” Alex could see the old man was excited and nervous. “What 
kind of information?” 

“About Varlo,” the old man replied, looking over his shoulder again. 
“Information that may prove profitable.” 

“T will tell him,” said Alex carefully. “However, I can’t say if he will speak to 


you or not.” 

“T will come tonight, after you have eaten,” said the old man. “When the 
locals have left the inn, I will speak with your leader.” 

“As I said,” Alex replied, turning to close Shahree’s stall. “I don’t know if 
he’ll talk to you or not.” 

There was no reply to his words. When Alex turned around, the old man was 
gone. 

Alex left the stable, worried by the old man’s words. He found the others 
waiting for him just outside the inn. Tantic and Bregnest were deep in 
conversation about the horses, and Alex knew he would have to wait before he 
could tell Bregnest about the old man. 

“Tt’s true we have few horses these days,” Tantic said as Alex approached. 
“The city guards have taken most of them. They think they can catch the bandits 
if they have horses of their own.” 

“And they have not been able to catch the bandits?” questioned Bregnest. 

“They don’t know the land as well as the bandits do,” Tantic replied, spitting 
in the dirt. “And they don’t ride or take care of their horses as well either.” 

“Then we have done a service to Techen,” replied Bregnest in casual tone. 

“A great service,” Tantic agreed. “Though the magistrate will be suspicious of 
it. He won’t like the fact that you’ve done what his guards could not. I doubt 
he’ ll offer you any reward.” 

“But we were not chasing bandits. They came to us,” said Bregnest with a 
smile. 

“True enough,” Tantic admitted, leading them all into the inn. “Still, the 
magistrate will not be happy about it. He’ll be even less happy when he finds out 
I’ve already bought the horses from you.” 

“Then we must settle on a price,” said Bregnest in a more businesslike tone. 

Tantic rubbed his chin, muttering numbers to himself. He seemed lost in his 
own thoughts, taking no notice of Bregnest or the rest of the company for several 
minutes. 

“TIl give you twenty-five gold for each horse,” said Tantic, a satisfied look 
covering his face. “Though Pl tell you straight, the magistrate will pay me at 
least thirty.” 

“Twenty-five for each horse?” Bregnest repeated, his tone uncommitted. 
“And for the saddles and trappings?” 

“Twenty-seven for all then,” Tantic answered quickly. “And room and board 
for the night as well.” 

Bregnest considered the offer for several minutes, watching Tantic closely, 
but the innkeeper did not fidget or change his offer. 


“A fair price,” Bregnest agreed. “Shall we have a drink to seal the bargain?” 

“Indeed, yes, my friends,” said Tantic, a broad smile on his face. “And a 
second drink to the magistrate’s unhappiness.” 

Alex followed the rest of the company into the main bar, his thoughts still on 
the old man from the stable. He wanted to talk to Bregnest right away, but knew 
he would have to wait. 

“The bargain,” toasted Tantic, lifting a glass. 

“The bargain,” Bregnest and the rest of the adventurers repeated, raising their 
own glasses. 

Alex swallowed the liquid from his glass and his throat began to burn. The 
drink was something he had never tasted before, and for a moment it took his 
breath away. His throat tightened and he had to struggle for a minute to catch his 
breath. 

“To trouble for the magistrate,” said Tantic, raising his glass a second time. 

Alex was unable to repeat the words because he couldn’t seem to find his 
voice, but he did manage to raise his glass. 

“A strong brew,” said Skeld, slapping Alex on the back. 

“Yes,” Alex managed to reply with a cough, his eyes watering. 

“You should be more careful when you don’t know what’s in the glass,” said 
Skeld, laughing happily. 

Alex nodded. He set his glass down and left the rest of the drink untouched. 

“You seem troubled,” said Arconn, stepping up to Alex’s side. “And by more 
than the strong drink.” 

“T need to speak with Bregnest,” replied Alex, lowering his voice. “There was 
an old man in the stable. He says he has information.” 

“Hold your thoughts,” said Arconn. “I’ll let Bregnest know, and we’ll find a 
quiet place to talk.” 

Bregnest collected their payment from Tantic and turned to face the company. 
As he turned, Arconn spoke softly into his ear. Bregnest nodded but didn’t look 
in Alex’s direction. He moved to a round table near a large fireplace and sat 
down. The rest of the company spread out around the main room, taking seats 
and ordering drinks for themselves. 

Bregnest called them to him one at a time to give them their share of the 
payment, calling Alex last of all. As Alex approached Bregnest he noticed that 
Arconn remained seated next to Bregnest. 

“Here you are,” said Bregnest, pushing a pile of coins toward Alex. “Sixty- 
seven gold and six silver. Not bad for so little work.” 

“Tt seems a fair price,” replied Alex, taking a seat and putting the coins into 
the small pouch he’d bought in Telous. 


“What do you have to tell me?” Bregnest questioned, leaning toward Alex 
and lowering his voice. 

“There was an old man in the stable,” Alex reported. “He said to tell you he 
had information about Varlo, and that it would be profitable for you to listen.” 

“Tt seems our adventure has been guessed by at least one,” Arconn 
commented softly. 

“And profitable information is seldom free,” Bregnest added. “What more did 
this old man have to say?” 

Alex thought for a moment, trying to remember the exact words. “He said he 
would come tonight, after we had eaten and the local people had left the inn. He 
said he would come and speak to you, Bregnest.” 

“Did he call me by name?” Bregnest asked, concerned. 

“No,” Alex replied quickly. “He said he would speak to the leader of our 
company. I tried to tell him that I didn’t know if you’d talk to him or not, but he 
didn’t seem to care.” 

“Well, then, we can do nothing but wait,” said Arconn. 

“We will wait,’ Bregnest repeated. “And tonight we will see what this old 
man has to say.” 

“He will want money, of course,” Arconn said flatly, echoing Bregnest’s own 
words. “Information is almost never free.” 

“We will hear what he has to say before we agree to pay for anything,” 
replied Bregnest, a stern look on his face. “For now, let’s see what Tantic has for 
a midday meal.” 

Tantic had a great deal for the company’s meal, and Alex was pleased that his 
nose had not lied to him earlier when he had smelled such wonderful things 
cooking. He was surprised the food looked as good as it smelled, and tasted even 
better. 

“Tt is only simple Techen cooking,” said Tantic in an apologetic tone. “We 
don’t often serve a midday meal, though tonight there should be a fair crowd. 
And if you had arrived on a feast day, well . . . If you really want to experience 
Techen food, you should visit on a feast day. But it has been some time since 
we’ve had a proper feast day.” 

“The food is most excellent,” said Bregnest. “A blessing on your ovens, we 
shall all spread their fame.” 

Tantic seemed pleased with the praise and bowed to Bregnest and the rest of 
the company before leaving them to their meal. 

As Alex and his friends were finishing their meal, the city magistrate 
appeared in the doorway. He was a tall, thin man dressed in dark green robes. He 
had a gold chain hanging around his neck and an annoyed look on his face. His 


face grew tight with anger when he learned that Bregnest had already sold the 
horses to Tantic, but he managed to control his feelings and the tone of his voice. 

“No law against that,” said the magistrate stiffly. “And if you did indeed kill a 
number of bandits, we should be grateful to you.” 

“You are very kind,” replied Bregnest in his most businesslike tone. 

“Yes, well, it is no small thing,” the magistrate continued. “The city guards 
seem unable to do anything about the bandits, who have ruined our trade with 
the south. Perhaps the city should hire you and your company to hunt down the 
rest of these troublemakers.” 

“A noble task,” commented Bregnest, as if considering the offer. 

“So you would be willing to take the job?” the magistrate asked hopefully. 

“Sadly, we have other business to attend to,” answered Bregnest. “However, 
we will happily remove any bandits we encounter along our way. Though I 
suspect they will avoid us in the future.” 

“Perhaps, when your business is completed, you will consider my offer 
further,” replied the magistrate, returning to his stiff manner. 

“Indeed, yes, we will,” replied Bregnest. “It would be a great honor to work 
for the city of Techen.” 

The magistrate smiled thinly, nodded to Bregnest, and without another word, 
left Tantic’s inn. 

“To work for the city would be an honor, but to work for him would be a 
curse,” commented Thrang in a low voice. 

Alex agreed with Thrang’s assessment, remembering Tantic’s comment about 
how the city guards didn’t take care of their horses. His feelings about horses 
had changed a great deal since the start of his adventure, and the thought of 
mistreating a horse made him more than a little angry. 

There were several hours before the evening meal would be served, so Alex, 
Andy, Skeld, and Halfdan left Tantic’s inn and wandered back to the main 
square, which was now full of people selling various items from small tables. 

The people of Techen reacted in different ways to Alex and his companions, 
and Alex noticed that all of them seemed a little nervous. Some of the people 
were anxious for Alex and his friends to approach their tables, hoping to sell 
them something, while others pretended not to see them at all. This second group 
would watch them closely when they did approach one of their tables and would 
not speak unless spoken to. 

Alex and the others each bought a few small items, more from boredom than 
from need. Alex purchased a small folding knife he thought would be useful, as 
well as a notepad so he could practice writing his elfin letters. He noticed Andy 
bought a few small pieces of jewelry, and he guessed they were souvenirs or 


gifts for his friends back home. It didn’t take long to browse the small market 
and they soon wandered out of the square, heading back to Tantic’s inn. 

“A strange city,” commented Halfdan, as they walked past the squashed mud 
houses. “Not a tree or a bush to be seen.” 

“And what would a dwarf know about cities?” asked Skeld, a wicked smile 
on his face. “I’ve heard you all live underground in vast, dark caves.” 

“Dwarf caves are not dark,” retorted Halfdan, pushing Skeld into one of the 
mud walls lining the street. “Even dwarfs long for the wind in our faces and a bit 
of green now and then. If we enter the dwarf realm of Vargland, you will see you 
are wrong about our cities.” 

“T shall make a point of visiting your country, whether we enter the dwarf 
realm or not,” said Skeld, laughing loudly. 

They returned to Tantic’s inn and found the others waiting for them. It seemed 
there was nothing to do in Techen but wait. 


chapter twelve 


Eric Von Tealo 


Later that afternoon, Tantic asked if they would like to see their rooms. Alex 
and his friends followed the innkeeper to the back of the inn, where they entered 
a large suite of rooms. The main sitting room had several chairs, a few small 
tables, and a large fireplace. Two short hallways led from either side of the room 
into two smaller bedrooms with two beds each and a small table with a lamp. 

“T hope this will do,” said Tantic, as he showed them around the suite. “We 
seldom have one company take an entire apartment, but you seem to fit 
perfectly.” 

“This will do nicely,” replied Bregnest with a slight bow. 

“About your evening meal, then,” Tantic began. “Will you want a private 
room, or would you prefer to eat in the common room? The common room will 
not be crowded tonight as we have so few visitors these days.” 

“A private room would be best,” said Bregnest. “We have several things to 
discuss, and I would not want to trouble your other guests.” 

“A kind gesture,” replied Tantic. “You know we Techens are often shy of 
strangers, though I doubt they would be put off by your company. At least, not 
once they know about your victory over the bandits.” 

“You are most kind,” answered Bregnest, bowing slightly once more. 
“Perhaps we will join your guests after our meal.” 

“As you wish,” said Tantic, returning the bow. 

The company ate their evening meal in a dining room well away from the 
common room of the inn. Tantic promised to bring them something special, and 
when the food arrived, everything looked and smelled wonderful. Alex was 
hungry, but he was too worried about when the old man might arrive and what 
he might have to say, and couldn’t enjoy the food. 

“You worry too much for one so young,” said Skeld, jokingly. “You should 
learn to let things be and to take things as they come.” 

“Ignore him,” commented Tayo, sitting down next to Alex. “He never worries 
about anything and so he never plans for anything.” 

“T plan,” replied Skeld with a laugh. “I plan to have as much fun as I can 
before I cross the wall.” 

“The wall?” Alex questioned. 

“The wall between this life and the next,” said Tayo, his face twisting slightly 
as though he felt a pain. “We should not speak of it.” 


“Tt’s there for all of us poor mortals,” Skeld said, no longer laughing. 
“Worrying about it won’t make it go away.” 

“Neither will laughing at it,” answered Tayo, and he fell silent. 

“Pm sorry I asked,” Alex said in a lowered voice to Tayo. He knew Tayo 
seldom laughed, but he’d never seen him quite this way before. “I did not mean 
to trouble you.” 

“Tt does not matter,” replied Tayo, though his pained look remained. “Perhaps 
Skeld is right and I do think too much on this thing.” 

Alex didn’t reply, leaving Tayo to his own thoughts. 

As they ate, Bregnest told the rest of the company about the old man who had 
approached Alex in the stable. He asked Alex to tell the story and repeat 
everything the old man had said. After Alex had finished, they were all silent for 
several minutes. 

“Why does he want to come when no one is around?” Thrang questioned. 

“Perhaps he does not wish to be seen speaking to us,” suggested Arconn. 

“And perhaps he’s not a simple old man,” Tayo added. 

“We won’t know what he is or what he knows until he chooses to tell us. For 
now, we will wait,” Bregnest said. 

“Should we go to the common room for a drink?” Halfdan asked in a hopeful 
tone. “It might make the old man more comfortable.” 

“Perhaps,” said Bregnest. “However, I think we should wait for our visitor in 
our rooms. I will ask Tantic to send us something to drink, so don’t look so sad, 
Halfdan.” 

“The spiced ale is very good,” said Halfdan, smiling sheepishly. 

They finished their meal in silence. Alex poked at his food, having lost his 
appetite, worried that waiting in their rooms might be a mistake. What if the old 
man couldn’t find them? Alex didn’t want to look foolish in front of his friends 
if the old man didn’t show up at all. 

As they left the dining room, Bregnest went to find Tantic, and Alex and the 
others moved slowly toward their rooms at the back of the inn. 

It wasn’t long before Bregnest returned, followed by servants carrying several 
pitchers and mugs. Halfdan grinned and claimed a mug of dark Techen beer. As 
the servants departed, Bregnest took a seat near the fireplace, his eyes fixed on 
the flames, a troubled look on his face. 

Alex sat in a chair across from Bregnest, worried the old man wouldn’t come. 
He almost jumped out of his chair when there was a soft knock at the door a 
short time later. Alex looked at the door, then at Bregnest, unsure of what he 
should do. Bregnest smiled slightly at Alex and motioned for Arconn to open the 
door. 


Arconn politely showed the old man into the room, offering him a chair near 
Bregnest. The old man moved slowly, looking at each of the company in turn as 
he walked through the room. He seemed unsure of himself, as if he had been 
summoned here instead of it being his own idea to come. 

“All of you then,” said the old man, taking the seat Arconn had indicated. “I 
suppose you know your own ways.” 

“But we do not know yours,” replied Bregnest, his eyes never leaving the old 
man. “Will you tell us why you wish to speak to us?” 

“Tm sure you know,” the old man answered, laughing slightly. “First, tell me 
your names. And if you will, a drop of ale would be most welcome.” 

“The ale first,” said Bregnest, motioning to Halfdan. “But perhaps you should 
give your name first, so we will know what to call you.” 

“Thank you kindly,” said the old man, taking a mug from Halfdan and 
drinking deeply. “I see you have some wisdom. I am called Eric—Eric Von 
Tealo.” 

“That is not a Techen name,” Bregnest replied in a thoughtful tone. “I am 
Silvan Bregnest, leader of this company. If you wish, I will name my 
companions, but it seems a small matter.” 

“As you wish, Master Bregnest,” Eric replied, raising his mug in a toast. 

“Will you tell us what business you have with us?” Bregnest questioned. 

“Oh, yes,” Eric replied. “I have quite a tale to tell, and I think you will be 
happy to hear it—even if it does come from a poor old man like myself.” 

“Old I can see,” said Bregnest with a smile. “Poor, I cannot judge. I think, 
however, that you wish to be less poor before your tale is told.” 

“You have a keen eye,” Eric answered, a sly grin on his face. “Perhaps some 
arrangement can be reached?” 

“T would not pay for goods before I see them,” said Bregnest in a stern tone. 
“However, I will make you this offer. If your tale rings true and has any value, I 
will pay you five gold coins. Sufficient payment, I think, for even the best of 
stories.” 

“Five from each man who hears my story would be closer to the mark,” 
countered Eric. “Though perhaps my story is of no value and I should go about 
my own business.” 

“Free drink is payment enough for stories,” snapped Halfdan, rising from his 
seat. 

“Halfdan,” said Bregnest sharply. The dwarf sank back to his chair. 

“The dwarf has no patience,” commented Eric, still 
smiling slyly. 

“And mine will grow short,” replied Bregnest. “Tell your tale, old man. If 


there is value in it, we will pay five gold coins each for the hearing. If not. . . 
well, the free drink will be your payment.” 

“Very well,” replied Eric. “Perhaps a touch more ale then, to wet my throat in 
the telling.” 

Halfdan refilled Eric’s cup, a look of anger and dislike on his face. 

“To begin with, you are correct, my name is not Techen at all,” Eric began. 
“My family is from Varlo, though none of my family now living has ever seen 
that fabled city. It was my father’s, father’s, father who last saw the great city 
and it was in ruins then. It was my grandsire of many generations ago who last 
saw the city when it was fair.” 

Eric paused, his eyes half-closed in deep thought or memory. For several 
minutes the only sound was the soft crackling of the fire in the grate, and then 
Eric continued. 

“Tt was this ancient Von Tealo who served in the great city as one of its most 
trusted guards. It is from him that my information comes, though my great- 
grandfather found that his story was true. 

“T will not tell the whole story of the days before the dragon came to Varlo, as 
the tale is too long and has little to do with my own. I will say that my ancestor 
was living in the heart of the great castle when the evil arrived. 

“Though he did not see the beast himself, my ancient father soon learned of 
the worm’s arrival. He was deep inside the castle on the king’s business and his 
first thoughts were to find the king and fight the monster, but fortunately for 
myself that was not to be. For as news of the disaster came, so did the survivors 
of Varlo. They were white with fear, and even the bravest of them were shaken 
and confused. It was from them that my ancestor learned of the king’s death.” 

Once more the old man fell silent. Alex saw a look of anger cross his face, 
but it vanished as Eric sipped his ale. 

“With his master dead and so many terrified people looking to him for 
guidance and protection, he knew the course he had to take,” Eric went on. “He 
knew that escape from the castle into the city would be madness. The dragon 
would surely kill them all if they went through the main gates, so he took a 
different path.” 

“And it is this path that you wish to tell us about?” Bregnest questioned. 

“Forty pieces of gold seems a small price to pay for the path to the dragon’s 
hoard,” replied Eric. 

“You test my patience,” said Bregnest coldly. “You ask for payment before 
the goods are seen.” 

“Not at all,” replied Eric. “I simply wish a fair price for showing you the way 
to great wealth.” 


“The way to wealth is a small matter when its protector is so great,” answered 
Bregnest. “You may show us a path that leads to our doom, and that is of no 
value at all.” 

“Perhaps doom is all there is,” Eric said calmly. “However, I will not ask for 
payment unless you find success.” 

“Very well then,” said Bregnest, his tone softening slightly. “If your path 
leads us to success, we will each give you fifty times the price we pay for your 
story.” 

“A small amount from such a hoard,” complained Eric. 

“You may know the path, but we will have to face the evil at its end,” replied 
Bregnest. “Fifty times five from each of us is all I will promise.” 

“Perhaps, if you find success, you will feel more generous,” Eric offered. 

“T have no doubt we will,” Bregnest agreed. 

“This other path then,” Eric continued. “This other path that lead my ancestor 
to safety was hidden far beneath the castle, where few had ever gone. It was only 
by chance my ancestor knew of it at all, but that is another story for another 
time. 

“In the deepest part of the castle there was a great hall and at the end of this 
hall was a spring. The spring was large, creating a fair-sized stream of water. A 
channel was cut for the water to flow in so the hall and the castle above would 
not be flooded. At the end of this channel, a tunnel emptied the water out of the 
mountain. The tunnel leads from the great hall to the meadows on the southern 
side of the city. There was at one time a stone path cut into one side of the tunnel 
so the ancient kings could go to the open fields beyond the city unseen.” 

“Tf there was a spring beneath the castle, the dragon would have blocked it up 
years ago,” interrupted Bregnest. “And failing that, he would have blocked the 
tunnel.” 

“The men of Varlo once tried to block the spring and failed,” said Eric. “And 
if the dragon blocked the tunnel, the castle would even now be flooded. 
However, when my great-grandfather last saw the city—a little more than a 
hundred years ago—the tunnel was not blocked.” 

“Much can change in a hundred years,” said Bregnest in a thoughtful voice. 
“Why did your ancestor return to Varlo?” 

“He hoped to win the city back,” answered Eric with a sad look on his face. 
“He thought he could drive the dragon out and restore life to the land of his 
fathers.” 

“A secret entrance once used is no longer a secret,” said Bregnest grimly. 

“Perhaps not, but it is still better than the front gate,” Eric answered. “The 
opening to the tunnel is not as easy to access as it once was, that much I know. 


When my great-grandfather returned to Techen, he told us what he’d seen. The 
dragon had piled great rocks over the tunnel’s mouth—not to block the water, 
but to block anyone trying to enter. The water flows freely out from under the 
rocks, but if a man wanted to enter the tunnel, he would have to swim under the 
rocks, against the current of the water.” 

“A near-impossible task,” said Bregnest, a stern look on his face. “What value 
is a path we cannot enter or use?” 

“As you said, much can change in a hundred years,” Eric replied. 

Bregnest considered Eric’s story for some time. Alex also thought about the 
story, concerned about his own ability to swim upstream against a swift current. 
Of course, they’d have to find the stream first, before trying to swim up it, so 
perhaps there was no need to worry just yet. 

“Ts the stream of water the only entrance to the tunnel?” questioned Bregnest. 

“T cannot say for sure,” answered Eric. “Though this small map shows no 
other.” 

Eric produced an old piece of paper from his pocket and held it up for 
Bregnest to see. The map showed the city of Varlo, the castle, and the fields 
around the city. The bottom of the map showed a stream that began south of the 
city, well away from the city walls. 

“This map shows nothing of the tunnel,” said Bregnest after looking carefully 
at the paper. “If it showed the tunnel or the inside of the castle, it might be of 
value.” 

“T have no such map to offer,” said Eric. “Though I daresay my story has been 
worth its promised price.” 

“Perhaps,” said Bregnest. “But perhaps this story is of your own making. 
Have you any proof that what you’ve said is true?” 

“Only my word,” replied Eric in a defiant tone. “I am old and have nothing of 
value but my word. I give you my word and a promise to repay the story’s price 
if it should prove false.” 

“And if we should return to claim payment,” commented Bregnest with a 
slight smile. For several minutes Bregnest remained silent, then he spoke again. 
“Your story is a good one and worth the price.” 

“You are most kind,” said Eric, bowing slightly. “I will take my leave of your 
company then, as it is late.” 

Bregnest nodded to the old man and handed him five gold coins, motioning 
for each in the company to do the same. Eric moved around the room, collecting 
his fee and bowing to each of the adventurers in turn. 

“Where will we find you, if we return?” asked Bregnest as Eric moved 
toward the door. 


“Here at the inn,” answered Eric. “I oversee the stables for Tantic, though 
there is little to do these days.” 

“And if we do not return for many years? Who shall we pay in your place?” 
Bregnest questioned as Eric opened the door to leave. 

“Tf it takes you that long, you may keep the payment,” Eric replied with a 
smile. “You still have far to go before ever reaching Varlo, and you may never 
get there. I will wait for your return as long as I can.” 

Bregnest nodded as Eric left the room, closing the door behind him. 

“I don’t trust him,” said Halfdan after several minutes of silence. “How did he 
know we were going to Varlo at all?” 

“He believed the story,” commented Arconn in a thoughtful tone. “It may not 
be a true story, but he believes it.” 

“True story or not, Bregnest is right: a secret entrance once used is no longer 
secret,” said Thrang sounding as angry as Halfdan. “Though the old man was 
right to say it’s better than the front gate.” 

“Not better if it leads us straight to the dragon’s den,” said Tayo. 

“Better to surprise the dragon in his den than to have him surprise us some 
place else,” said Skeld with a smile. 

“And do our youngest members have nothing to say on this matter?” Bregnest 
asked. 

“Youth should speak when spoken to,” replied Andy with a bow. 

“That may do in your father’s house,” said Bregnest with a slight smile. “You 
and Alex are part of this company and may speak or remain silent as you see 
fit.” 

“T have little to say,” said Andy. “Though if there is a secret way, it would be 
worth a look.” 

“But if it’s blocked, we may waste time looking,” said Alex, following 
Andy’s lead. “And if the dragon knows about it, won’t he watch it closely?” 

“All have made good points,” said Bregnest, rubbing his chin thoughtfully. 
“We have a long road before reaching Varlo. We will have time to consider 
Eric’s story and what course we should take as we travel. Though I am of the 
opinion that we should at least look for this secret path.” 

“How far is it to Varlo?” Alex asked. 

“A good distance,” Bregnest answered. “If we take the straightest road, we 
must still ride to the Brown Hills and then past the ruins of Aunk.” 

“And then there is the dark forest. We must pass that no matter which road we 
take,” Thrang added. 

“The dark forest should not be difficult to cross if we take the right paths,” 
Arconn commented. 


“And meet the right people,” said Bregnest, looking up at Arconn. “But 
nothing is sure, except that tomorrow we must ride on. We will discuss this again 
when we are closer to Varlo.” 

“To Varlo,” said Halfdan, raising his mug. 

“To Varlo indeed,” Bregnest replied without toasting. 


chapter thirteen 


Dwarf Realm 


Morning came sooner than Alex would have liked after the company’s late 
night. It was wet and windy outside, though surprisingly warm. Skeld laughed at 
the weather in his usual manner, but the rest of them did not feel so happy. 
Halfdan complained loudly and asked more to himself than to his companions if 
it would be better to stay another day. Alex looked around the stable as he 
saddled Shahree, but there was no sign of Eric Von Tealo. 

“A poor day to start, as Halfdan has noted,” Bregnest commented as they led 
their horses out of the stable. 

“Poor or fair, Halfdan would rather have another drink than ride,” said Skeld, 
laughing merrily as he looked up at the sky. 

Halfdan gave Skeld an evil look. The others saw the look and smiled at each 
other, knowing that Halfdan had consumed a large amount of the fine spiced ale 
of Techen the night before. Now his words and mood showed he was paying the 
price for his over-indulgence. 

Ignoring the weather, they mounted their horses and Bregnest led them back 
to the city’s gates. The guards allowed them to pass with only a nod, obviously 
preferring their dry watch hut to asking questions in the rain. The company 
headed east, leaving the mud-colored city of Techen behind. 

The rain continued to fall all day, but as night approached, the rain finally 
slowed to only a few drops. There had been little talk on the road, and Alex had 
spent the time thinking about his studies. He had learned the elfin letters and 
could read most of the book Iownan had given him. 

Arconn was pleased with Alex’s progress, but each night, he insisted Alex 
spend some time with the magic book. Alex did what Arconn told him to do, 
though he worked much slower with the magic book than he did with the book 
Iownan had given him. 

Alex had mixed feelings about magic, and a lot of questions as well. He 
didn’t doubt that magic worked; it was more that it seemed too easy. He worried 
that if things were too easy he wouldn’t appreciate them, that he might start to 
think of magic as a common thing. 

Of course he was pleased that he could start fires and put them out with a 
simple command, and he was also pleased that the same magic had allowed him 
to defeat a troll. He could see that magic might be very useful, and he knew that 


learning more magic would be helpful. The voice at the back of his mind, 
however, warned him that magic could also be dangerous. Alex thought he 
should understand magic better before learning too much of it. 

By the next morning, the rain had stopped completely, though the sky was 
still cloudy and dark. The winds had died down as well, and even Halfdan 
seemed to be in a better mood. The road was slick and muddy so they moved 
slowly. Arconn continued his practice of riding ahead or off to the side, returning 
with some item for Alex to identify. 

This routine went on for a week, and on the eighth night after leaving Techen, 
Alex finally asked Arconn, “How much further is it to the Brown Hills?” He was 
supposed to be studying his magic book, but his heart wasn’t in it. 

“Tired of the journey already?” Arconn asked with a smile. 

“No,” Alex replied. “I was just wondering how far away the hills are. 
Bregnest made it sound like the journey might take years, but I don’t see how it 
could.” 

“If we could journey directly and without incident from the great arch to 
Varlo, it would take us four months, maybe five,” said Arconn. “However, we 
cannot ride directly to Varlo, and as you know from our encounter with the 
bandits and the troll, we cannot go far without meeting some kind of trouble.” 

“Then why would it take years to travel from Techen to Varlo and back 
again?” 

“As I said, we cannot go untroubled,” answered Arconn. “Though trouble 
might not be the best choice of words.” 

“Ts there a better word?” Alex asked, closing the magic book. 

“Burdened might be better. After all, I would not call our visit to the White 
Tower trouble, but it was a burden.” 

“How can you say that?” Alex questioned. He didn’t consider their visit to 
Iownan a burden. 

“The Oracle gives knowledge, and with knowledge comes responsibility,” 
said Arconn. “Knowledge and responsibility are always a burden, even if we 
accept them willingly.” 

“T understand,” replied Alex. “And will there be other places, like the tower, 
where we must stop before we reach Varlo?” 

“Indeed there will be, though to say we must stop is not entirely accurate. 
Perhaps it is better to say that we choose to stop. There are many places ahead of 
us where we may choose to stop—not least of which is the dark forest. Many of 
my kinsmen still live in this land after all and the dark forest is their home.” 

“Your kinsmen?” Alex asked, surprised and delighted. 

“Of course,” replied Arconn with a smile. “And we shall meet some of 


Thrang and Halfdan’s kinsmen as well when we reach the Brown Hills. Though 
dwarfs are not always as friendly with other dwarfs as elves are with other 
elves.” 

“Dwarfs aren’t friendly with their own families?” 

Arconn laughed happily. “Are you so friendly with your own family?” 

“T have no real family,” Alex answered softly. “I only have a stepfather and a 
stepbrother.” 

“Are not all men of the same family?” Arconn questioned thoughtfully. “Men 
live but a short time in most lands. They soon forget their own past.” 

“Ts it different with elves and dwarfs?” 

“Tt is very different, especially for elves,” replied Arconn. “Dwarfs live many 
hundreds of years. Elves do not grow old at all, as I have told you.” 

“So you remember your own past better,” Alex said. 

“Yes, we do. Perhaps it is because we live so long that we remember so much 
more.” 

“Will you live forever?” 

“Perhaps,” Arconn replied thoughtfully. “Though as I told you, elves can die 
as surely as any other living thing.” 

“Tt seems sad, in a way, that you go on living for so long,” said Alex. 

“To many of us it is. And many of my race have left the known lands to find 
peace.” 

“I remember you mentioned fading,” said Alex, thinking back to when he and 
Arconn had talked about this before. “Is fading like asking to die?” 

“Nothing like that,” answered Arconn, his smile flickering slightly. “Those 
who choose to fade . . . well, it is hard to explain. I would say they seem to sleep 
and slowly vanish from the land. They are waiting for the lands to be renewed, 
and then they will wake once more.” 

“And the dwarfs, can you tell me about them?” Alex asked. 

“Ah, well,” Arconn began. “Perhaps Thrang or Halfdan should tell you about 
their own people, as I see things as an elf and not as a dwarf.” 

“Please,” Alex persisted. 

“Very well, I will tell you as I see it,” Arconn consented. “As I said, dwarfs 
do not live forever and to an elf their lives seem short.” 

“But much longer than a man’s.” 

“Much longer than most men,” Arconn corrected. “The dwarfs were once one 
people, living in one land. As time passed, they have spread to most of the 
known lands, and perhaps to a few lands that are not known to any but 
themselves.” 

“So they have forgotten that they are one people?” 


“Not at all,” Arconn replied, pausing for a moment to think. “Dwarfs know 
that they are one people, unlike men. However, they do not give their trust easily 
to strangers, even of their own kind. They are true in their friendships, but it is a 
hard-won friendship.” 

“Will the dwarfs in the Brown Hills be unfriendly to us?” 

“Perhaps. Though I think they will be kind enough. I don’t think they will 
hinder our journey.” 

“How closely are Thrang and Halfdan related to the dwarfs here in 
Vargland?” Alex questioned. 

“Closer than they might think. Though it has been a long time since any of 
Thrang’s people have come to Vargland.” 

Alex and Arconn sat in silence for a time, watching the campfire burn down. 
It seemed incredible to Alex that elves could live forever, provided they weren’t 
killed. He wondered what it would be like to live so long, but it was hard to 
imagine. 

“Your watch has passed,” said Arconn as the last flames of the fire fell into 
glowing embers. 

“One more question, please,” said Alex, getting up. 

“What more could you ask?” 

“You said that dwarfs live longer than most men,” said Alex. “Are there men 
who live longer than dwarfs?” 

“A few.” 

“Can you tell me about them?” Alex pried. 

“There are some men and women scattered through the known lands who live 
much longer than others. It is said some of them are like the elves. I have met a 
few of them myself, but I do not think they are like elves,” answered Arconn, his 
smile fading to a frown. 

“Do you know why they live so long?” Alex asked. 

“You said one more question, and now you have asked three,” said Arconn, 
his smile returning. 

“But this is so interesting,” Alex argued. “I know so little, and things I 
thought I knew now seem to be wrong.” 

“Very well,” Arconn replied. “I will tell you this one last thing for tonight, 
then you must sleep.” 

“I promise.” 

“The men who live so long are not like other men,” said Arconn. “Most of 
them are wizards of great power. A few are oracles like your friend Iownan. 
Others . . . others are neither wizard nor oracle, but live on just the same. Some 
of these men and women are good, some are evil, and some simply are.” 


“Do all wizards live so long?” Alex asked, forgetting his promise. 

“No, not all,” answered Arconn, his troubled look returning. “Only the most 
powerful, or the most evil. Now you must rest. We will talk of this again 
tomorrow if you wish.” 

Alex left his friend sitting beside the glowing embers of the fire and made his 
way to his tent, his mind buzzing with additional questions. Alex’s feelings 
about magic were no longer as confused as they had been. And a part of him was 
actually beginning to like the idea of magic, even if he didn’t really understand it 
yet. 
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The next morning dawned clear and bright, and the company made good time 
across the open grasslands. By mid- 
afternoon, they could see the outline of the Brown Hills on the far horizon, and 
seeing the hills seemed to please both Thrang and Halfdan. 

“A few more days and we should reach the dwarf realm,” said Thrang while 
they ate dinner that night. 

“T hope the stories of its greatness are true,” Halfdan added, a strange light in 
his eyes. 

“And what are these stories?” Bregnest questioned. 

“Tt is said that the halls of the Brown Hills are a wonder among dwarfs,” 
Halfdan replied reverently. “There are great halls carved from the living rock, 
and vast cities hidden from view. It is rumored that some of the old dwarf magic 
remains here in Vargland and that true silver is still found here in abundance.” 

“Halfdan!” Thrang said loudly, an angry look on his face. “You should learn 
to hold your tongue.” 

“Keeping secrets from the company?” asked Skeld, smiling slyly at Thrang. 

“Not at all,” Thrang replied, embarrassed. “It’s just that . . . well, we don’t 
speak openly about the true silver of the Brown Hills. Not even among 
ourselves.” 

“There is great wisdom in that,” said Arconn. “If half of what I have heard is 
true, the dwarf cities would soon be overwhelmed with traders seeking true 
silver.” 

“And I daresay you’ve heard less than I have,” replied Thrang. 

“What is true silver?” Alex asked. 

Thrang looked around nervously before answering. “True silver is different 
than common silver. For one thing, it is much harder to find and thus worth 
much more—even more than gold. Once found and polished, true silver will 
never lose its shine.” 

“Tt doesn’t turn black like normal silver?” Alex asked. 


“No, it doesn’t,” answered Thrang. “But that has little to do with the value of 
true silver. It can be worked and forged into armor and weapons that are harder 
and stronger than any iron or steel. I suspect your wonderful sword is made of 
true silver, though it is difficult to tell. I don’t know why the blade is so dark, but 
I would guess it has something to do with the elf magic in it.” 

“Dwarfs are keen on keeping true silver to themselves,” said Halfdan as 
Thrang fell silent. “Not so much for its value, but because of its beauty.” 

“That’s true enough,” said Thrang with a smile. “True 
silver can be shaped into wonderful things that never tarnish or break. It can also 
be used in cunning ways that others sometimes call dwarf magic.” 

“Dwarf magic?” Alex questioned. 

“Nothing like a wizard’s magic,” Halfdan said quickly. “Dwarf magic is more 
for making things like strong doors and tools that won’t break.” 

“There are other kinds of dwarf magic as well,” Thrang added. “And not just 
any dwarf can do magic. Like starting and putting out fires, you have to have 
some magic in you to make it work.” 

“But magic is magic, isn’t it?” Alex asked. 

“Perhaps it all comes from the same place,” replied Thrang. “But dwarf 
magic is just used for things that dwarfs find helpful or pleasing. It’s normally 
not as strong as, say the magic in your sword or anything like that.” 

“Do you think we will be able to see some true silver when we reach the 
Brown Hills?” Andy asked in a hopeful tone. 

“Perhaps,” Thrang replied, sounding slightly worried. “But I would ask that 
none of you mention it to the dwarfs there. They’ll not be happy if they knew 
how much information we’ve shared. Too many questions will test any 
friendship they may offer us.” 

“Then I will make it a command,” said Bregnest, looking at each member of 
the company in turn. “When we reach the dwarf realm, none of us will speak of 
true silver—except of course Thrang and Halfdan, who will know what to say 
and to whom.” 

“A kind gesture,” said Thrang, getting to his feet and bowing to Bregnest. 

There was little more talk before Bregnest and the others began rolling into 
their blankets for the night. Alex sat with Arconn by the campfire to keep his 
watch. 

“You seem much more interested in your magic book tonight,” Arconn 
commented. 

“A bit,” Alex replied with a smile. 

“So you’ve decided you like the idea of magic now?” 

“T’m still not sure,” answered Alex slowly. “I’ve been a little afraid of it. You 


know, after what you said about power and responsibility. I’ve also worried that 
magic can be dangerous if you don’t really understand it.” 

“But your fear is starting to fade?” Arconn pressed. 

“Yes, it is,” replied Alex. “I think it might be useful to know a bit more magic 
than I do now. When Thrang and Halfdan were talking about dwarf magic being 
used to help the dwarfs with things, I thought maybe I could learn some magic 
that would help us as we travel. You know, something more than just how to 
start and put out fires.” 

“Indeed,” said Arconn. “But don’t forget the responsibility that comes with 
your knowledge and power, Alex. Any use of power has to be accounted for.” 

“PII remember,” said Alex, closing his book and moving toward his blankets 
as his watch ended. 

The next day remained sunny and the Brown Hills grew larger as the days 
passed. Arconn continued to bring Alex items from the roadside, though now 
there were very few of them that Alex could not name. 

“Your knowledge has grown quickly,” said Arconn, glancing quickly at Alex 
and then back to the road. “Soon you will know all the plants in the book the 
Oracle gave you.” 

“The plants, maybe,” said Alex, smiling at Arconn. “Though I know little of 
the potions and less about the 
animals.” 

“That will come in time,” said Arconn, laughing. “It seems another fire has 
been lit inside of you—a fire of learning.” 

Alex did not reply, happy to ride along and watch the Brown Hills grow into 
mountains in front of them. Arconn was right, he thought. His desire to learn 
was like a fire inside him. His nightly watch always seemed too short, and he 
would often stay into Arconn’s watch to ask questions of his friend. 

“Here is a sign,” said Thrang loudly, interrupting Alex’s thoughts. 

Thrang pointed to a large stone pillar standing by the side of the road. 
Hundreds of small, neatly cut markings covered the pillar, and Alex realized that 
the markings were some kind of writing. 

“We are now entering the lands of the dwarf realm of Vargland,” said Thrang 
happily. “The pillar says we should ride forward until sunset. We will be met as 
the sun sinks into the west.” 

“Met by whom?” Bregnest questioned, looking at the pillar. 

“Tt doesn’t actually say,” answered Thrang. “If they follow custom, though, 
we should be met by soldiers and a warden of the king.” 

“Soldiers?” Andy questioned nervously. 

“Not to trouble us,” said Halfdan. “But as a sign of respect.” 


“And in case we’re troublemakers, I would guess,” Thrang added. “If we look 
like trouble, they may attack, but they would probably give us the chance to 
withdraw first.” 

“Are you sure it’s safe to go forward?” Bregnest asked, sounding unhappy 
about the soldiers and Thrang’s words. 

“Course it is,” said Thrang with a grunting laugh. “It’s not as if we’re here to 
make trouble.” 

“But will your cousins know that?” Skeld asked slyly. 

Bregnest didn’t wait for Thrang’s reply. He asked Arconn and Thrang to 
change places in line before the company continued. Arconn smiled at the 
request, though Thrang seemed a bit put out by it. 

“Tt’s really not necessary,” Thrang protested loudly. “It’s not as if we’re in any 
danger.” 

“But you should have a place of honor,” said Arconn. “And most dwarfs are 
not overly fond of elves in any event.” 

“You’re right about that,” Thrang admitted, taking his place as the company 
rode forward. “But I’m sure you’ll be well received, and if you’re not, P1 have 
something to say about it.” 

“Then let us hurry to the reception,” said Skeld loudly. 

Following Bregnest and Thrang, the group rode past the stone pillar, heading 
for the Brown Hills. As the sun began to drop behind them, they suddenly came 
to a halt. 

“Declare yourselves,” a loud voice called out. 

Alex looked, but he could not see where the voice came from. 

“Silvan Bregnest and company,” Bregnest called back. “We are a company of 
adventurers, traveling to the east.” 

For a few moments there was silence, then the voice called back again. 

“We see two of our kinsmen among your company. Have them come 
forward.” 

Slowly, and with Bregnest’s approval, Thrang and Halfdan moved away from 
their companions toward the voice. For several minutes, the rest of them heard 
nothing, and then the voice called again. 

“Your companions have vouched for you. You may approach,” the voice 
called. 

They all moved forward, following the road and looking around as they went. 
Alex spotted several dwarfs standing in the shadows of large rocks on either side 
of the road now that he was closer. The fading light made them difficult to see. 

“Hold and dismount,” the voice commanded as the company rode into the 
shadow of a large hill. 


They did as instructed, moving forward to stand in a line with their horses 
behind them. 

“Welcome,” said a round dwarf, stepping out of the shadows. “We seldom see 
such a company in these times. Your companions have spoken well of you. If 
you will come with us, we will lead you to the city of King Osrik.” 

“You are most kind,” said Bregnest, bowing. “My companions and I are 
grateful for the hospitality of the great dwarf realm.” 

“My lord, King Osrik, will wish to welcome you himself. I am sure he will 
wish to speak with you about many things,” the round dwarf said, returning 
Bregnest’s bow. 

“We would be honored to greet your king,” replied Bregnest, bowing once 
more. 

The dwarf smiled and then turned and started walking away. Bregnest and the 
others followed on foot; Thrang and Halfdan rejoined the company after a few 
hundred yards, beaming with happiness. 

“We are in luck,” said Thrang to Bregnest. “King Osrik is an old friend of my 
father, from years back.” 

Alex looked around and saw that the dwarfs he’d spotted earlier were 
following them. They were moving quietly a short distance behind the company, 
and they seemed to be watching Alex and his friends closely. 

“You may leave your horses here,” said the round dwarf as they approached a 
large barn concealed near the mountainside. “We have few horses of our own, 
and they are not allowed inside the city.” 

“Sorry, Shahree,” Alex said, leading her into the barn. “I’m sure the dwarfs 
will look after your needs.” 

Shahree nuzzled his shoulder softly as a sign that she understood him, and 
Alex smiled. He patted her neck gently before turning to follow his companions 
out of the barn. The dwarfs who were in the barn had noticed Alex speaking to 
Shahree, and they all smiled broadly at him as he left. 

Alex and his companions followed the round dwarf along a wide path that led 
up into the mountains. The path seemed to flow along the side of the mountain 
like a strange river, climbing gently upward. The path twisted back on itself 
several times as they climbed high above the foothills. As they walked around 
the side of the mountain, the main gates to the dwarf city came into view. 

Alex was surprised by what he saw. The two huge stone doors of the main 
gate were at least thirty feet tall. They were open, folded back against the 
mountainside. On either side of the giant doorway stood a dozen well-armed 
guards in bright silver armor. A warm light shone from the large cavern behind 
the main doors, and it felt very welcoming as the shadows of night covered the 


valley behind them. 

Their guide led them through the giant gates and into the cavern, nodding to 
the guards as they passed. Alex was impressed with the smooth stone walls and 
floors of the cavern; the wonderfully carved pillars lining the passageway were 
beyond description. The roof of the cavern was at least fifty feet high and 
expertly carved with all kinds of decorations, just like the pillars. 

After a short walk, the company entered another vast stone hall, which was lit 
by hundreds of gold and silver lamps. The stone floor was so well polished it 
reflected the light like a mirror. At the far end of the hall, the floor rose several 
feet, forming a large stone pedestal, which was surrounded by neat stone circles 
that served as wide steps leading up to it. At the top of the steps, sat a very old- 
looking dwarf in a large stone chair. Alex knew without being told that this was 
King Osrik. As they approached the pedestal, the dwarf who had been their 
guide motioned for them to stop and form a line. Climbing the first three steps 
toward the king, their guide began to speak. 

“My Lord Osrik,” the dwarf said loudly. “This company of adventurers has 
come at your goodwill. Among their number are two of our kinsmen from far off 
Thraxon. They speak well of their comrades and vouch for their honor. They 
await your pleasure, King Osrik, as they stand before you—” 

“Enough,” said Osrik, waving his hand impatiently. “You are as long-winded 
as ever, and the feast is nearly prepared.” 

Alex smiled at Osrik’s words, but bowed his head so no one would see. 

“Tell me your names,” said Osrik, standing and moving down the stairs 
toward Alex and his companions. 

“Silvan Bregnest,” Bregnest answered, bowing to the king. “I am the leader 
of this company.” 

“And an able leader, I daresay,” Osrik replied with a smile. 

“Thrang Silversmith,” said Thrang, also bowing to the king. 

“Ah, yes, Thrang,” said Osrik in a happy tone. “I knew your father well. You 
look very much like him.” 

“You are most kind,” Thrang replied with another bow. 

The king continued down the line until he came to Alex. Alex was nervous, 
having never met a king before. He started to bow before he told the king his 
name, then catching himself, he blushed bright red. 

“Alexander Taylor,” he managed to say as he finished his bow. 

“Don’t worry,” said Osrik, smiling at Alex. “I do hate formalities, but the 
chamberlain insists.” 

Alex returned the king’s smile, liking the old dwarf immediately. Osrik 
seemed pleased with Alex as well; he took him by the arm and started to walk 


back through the hall with him. 

“Come along, then, one and all,” he said in a jaunty tone. “The feast will be 
ready shortly, and we can have a good long talk while we eat.” 

The king smiled brightly at Alex as they walked, and he would nod now and 
then to one of the dwarf guards who all bowed as they passed. 

“The guards are a custom,” Osrik said in a lowered tone, as if speaking 
privately to Alex. “Personally, I think all this bowing and nodding is more 
trouble than it’s worth. But I suppose we have to keep up appearances.” 

Osrik led them into another hall, which was almost overflowing with dwarfs. 
The dwarfs sat at long, low tables, talking happily and loudly. As the king and 
his guests entered the hall, all of the dwarfs stood up, waiting for Osrik to take 
his own seat at the head of the hall. 

“Well, now,” said Osrik, looking at Alex and his companions. “It seems you 
have traveled far in coming here. I do hope you have some good tales to tell.” 

“As many as you may wish to hear, Lord Osrik,” Bregnest replied from his 
seat at the king’s left. 

Alex thought the king seemed like a kindly old man, and he had to remind 
himself that Osrik was a dwarf. Osrik was polite to each of the company as the 
feast was served, asking them about their own lands and travels. He spoke for a 
long time with Thrang and Halfdan, asking about people he knew from long ago 
and events in far-off Thraxon. Alex felt comfortable sitting next to Thrang and 
listening to all the talk. 

“I suppose we should all get some sleep,” Osrik said at last. “I’ve had 
chambers prepared for you all. I hope you’ ll be comfortable.” 

“You show us great kindness, Lord Osrik,” Bregnest replied for the group. 

“Yes, well, we don’t often see travelers, and I do miss the news they bring,” 
said Osrik. “However, tomorrow we have more serious matters to talk about. 
You will be summoned to the great hall after breakfast.” 

The entire hall rose again as Osrik stood to leave. Alex and his companions 
stood and bowed to the king to show their respect and thanks. As soon as Osrik 
had left, the other dwarfs began to wander off as well, though some of them 
remained and watched Alex and his friends. While Alex was looking around the 
hall, a young-looking dwarf appeared at Bregnest’s side and bowed to him. 

“The king has asked that I show you to your sleeping chambers and supply 
you with whatever you may need,” said the young dwarf. 

“And what may we call you?” asked Bregnest. 

“T am called Thrain,” the dwarf replied with a broad smile. “It is my great 
honor to meet you,” he added with a deep bow. 

Bregnest returned the dwarf’s bow. “We are pleased to know you, Thrain, and 


will follow where you lead.” 

Thrain blushed slightly at Bregnest’s words, obviously happy with his duty of 
leading the adventurers through the dwarf city. 

“Are you really adventurers then?” Thrain asked in a reverent tone as he led 
them out of the feasting hall. “I mean, if you don’t mind saying.” 

“We are,” Bregnest replied with a kindly smile. 

“T’ve never met any real adventurers before,” Thrain said breathlessly. “It 
must be amazing and wonderful to go on adventures.” 

“And often sad, dangerous, and uncomfortable,” replied Thrang, walking 
beside Bregnest. “It’s not a path any may 
follow, as I’m sure you have been told.” 

“Indeed, yes, Master Silversmith, I have,” answered Thrain. “But like many 
others here, I hope to be chosen when the time comes.” 

“Why would any wish to leave the beauty and comfort of this dwarf realm?” 
Halfdan questioned. 

“The hearts of the young are often restless,” Thrang commented. “You should 
remember how you felt before you were chosen, Halfdan.” 

Thrain led them along the well-lit corridors of the dwarf city and after turning 
many corners and climbing several stairways, they entered another large 
chamber. Several small alcoves had been cut into the rock walls of the chamber, 
and each alcove contained a bed and a lamp. 

“T hope you will be comfortable here,” said Thrain. “If you need anything in 
the night, simply ring the bell. I, or one of my friends, will come directly.” 

“Our thanks, Master Thrain,” Bregnest replied with a slight bow. “We are in 
the king’s debt for so fine a guide.” 

Thrain smiled and bowed almost to the floor, then turned and left the 
company alone in the chamber. 

“The king has been very kind,” commented Thrang, testing one of the beds. 
“And not least of all to our young wizard.” 

“What do you mean?” Alex questioned. 

“When the king took your arm and walked with you into the feasting hall,” 
answered Halfdan with a smile. “Among dwarfs, that is a great show of respect.” 

“Why did he take my arm and not Bregnest’s or Thrang’s?” Alex asked 
quickly. 

“Perhaps he saw something in you that we all have begun to see,” Thrang 
replied. “Or perhaps his dislike of pomp and ceremony made him choose you, 
our youngest member. I know little about Osrik, though I think he sees things 
better than most.” 

“And now we should all take advantage of the king’s kindness and get some 


sleep,” said Bregnest before Alex could ask any more questions. 

“That would be best. It’s likely that we’ll be called early in the morning,” 
replied Thrang. 

Alex selected a bed of his own. He was concerned that Osrik had shown him 
so much respect, and had not chosen Bregnest, Thrang, or even Halfdan to walk 
with. He put off his worries by remembering Osrik’s dislike for ceremony, 
hoping that was the reason for Osrik’s attention. 


chapter fourteen 


The First Bag 


When Alex woke the next morning, there were at least a dozen dwarfs 
moving about the chamber. Thrang and Halfdan were talking happily to some 
dwarfs who appeared to be their long-lost cousins, and their enthusiastic chatter 
made Alex smile. The rest of Alex’s companions were dressing and listening to 
the dwarfs’ conversation. 

Thrang and Halfdan were telling their relatives about their adventures and 
how the company had come to the Brown Hills. As they spoke, several more 
dwarfs brought trays of food into the chamber for the company. A large round 
table in the center of the chamber was soon holding their breakfast, and most of 
the dwarfs were leaving. 

“Ts he really a wizard then?” Alex heard one of the dwarfs ask Halfdan in a 
lowered voice as he moved toward the door. 

Alex didn’t look up, but continued pulling his boots on, listening to Halfdan’s 
reply. 

“Course he is,” said Halfdan, turning his head slightly to look at Alex. 
“Hasn’t been trained yet, but he’s very magical just the same.” 

“Tt seems your fame will continue to grow,” said Skeld as Alex joined him at 
the table. “Your friends here have been telling all kinds of stories about you.” 

“Nothing that isn’t true,” replied Thrang defensively, throwing a dirty look at 
Skeld. 

“You are too kind, my friend,” said Alex. He felt too happy to let Skeld’s joke 
or Thrang’s and Halfdan’s storytelling bother him today. 

“And the storytelling should be cut short,” said Bregnest. “We will be called 
before King Osrik soon.” 

The dwarfs who had brought the food bowed to the company and swiftly 
departed. Alex noticed a few of them glanced back at him as they left, but he 
didn’t let their glances trouble him. 

“Why am I so interesting to them?” Alex asked as Thrang took a seat beside 
him. “Are wizards really so rare?” 

“There have never been many wizards,” answered Thrang, filling his plate 
with waffles and bacon. “And few wizards have ever visited the dwarf realm of 
Vargland.” 

“T hope I won’t disappoint your friends,” said Alex, smiling at Thrang while 


elbowing Skeld in the ribs. 

Skeld choked on some eggs, coughing too much to say anything back. The 
rest of the company laughed at Alex and Skeld before attacking their own 
breakfasts. The dwarf food was not as grand as the food in Techen or at the 
White Tower, but it was good just the same. 

As they finished, Bregnest stood and spoke. “When we meet with the king, 
remember not to speak of our final goal.” 

“Its likely Osrik has already guessed our quest,” commented Thrang. 
“However, you are correct, none of us should speak openly of our final 
destination.” 

The company agreed that, if anyone asked, they would direct the question to 
Bregnest. Then, as they had done at the White Tower, they each placed their 
weapons and magic bags on their beds, waiting for the king’s summons. Alex 
started to feel nervous again, wondering what Osrik might say about his being an 
untrained wizard, when Thrain appeared at the chamber door. 

“You have been called to the counsel of King Osrik,” said Thrain in as 
commanding a voice as he could manage. “I am to lead you to the king.” 

“Lead on,” replied Bregnest with a formal bow to Thrain. 

Thrain blushed, as he seemed to do every time Bregnest bowed to him. He led 
the company through the city, walking slightly in front of them and trying to 
look official. He didn’t speak to them as they walked, though Alex could see it 
was a Struggle for him to stay quiet. They followed Thrain back to the king’s 
hall. Nine large chairs had been placed in a circle at the foot of the stone pedestal 
and Osrik was waiting for them in one of the chairs. 

“I thought we should all be comfortable,” said Osrik as the company 
approached. “It’s such a bother talking to people from the throne. This seems so 
much friendlier.” 

“Your kindness overwhelms us, great king,” answered Bregnest as the entire 
company bowed. 

“A kindness to you, or to me?” Osrik replied, a playful grin on his face. “But 
come and join me, we have much to discuss.” 

Osrik directed each of the company to a chair, calling them by name one at a 
time. Bregnest sat to the king’s left, while Thrang was again on Osrik’s right. 
Alex sat between Thrang and Halfdan, which seemed to please both dwarfs very 
much. 

“You have traveled far and through dangerous lands,” Osrik began, looking at 
Bregnest. “Will you tell me the story of your journey?” 

“Perhaps your kinsman would be best at telling the story,” Bregnest replied, 
looking at Thrang. “I am sure he will know which points will interest you much 


better than I would.” 

“You speak well, Master Bregnest,” said Osrik, still smiling. “Thrang, will 
you tell this tale?” 

“As you command, Lord Osrik,” replied Thrang, standing and bowing to both 
Osrik and Bregnest. 

Thrang began with the gathering of the company. He explained to Osrik how 
each member had been chosen and asked to join the adventure. Osrik nodded as 
Thrang spoke, but asked no questions. 

When Thrang told Osrik about how Alex became the eighth man, Alex 
listened closely. It appeared that his joining the company had not been as big a 
chance as he had thought. Thrang and Arconn had gone to Mr. Clutter’s shop on 
the advice of an oracle, which came as a surprise to Alex. Thrang also told Osrik 
about the sign in the adventurer’s shop, and how Alex had applied to join the 
adventure without knowing what he was doing. Osrik laughed at this but said 
nothing. Then Thrang told how, to everyone’s surprise, Alex had been told he 
could use a staff. 

“A wise choice I would say,” Osrik observed, glancing at Alex. “Or perhaps a 
lucky chance.” 

Alex was sure the story of his being an untrained wizard had already reached 
Osrik, and he smiled weakly at Osrik’s words. 

Thrang continued the story, including the first time Alex had used the inferno 
command and nearly set his beard on fire. When he told how Alex had defeated 
the three-legged troll, Osrik chuckled to himself and Alex turned pink. 

“These seven bags you recovered, do you carry them with you?” Osrik 
questioned, glancing at Alex and then at Bregnest. 

“Indeed, yes,” answered Thrang. “Master Taylor carries the burden of the 
seven.” 

Osrik nodded thoughtfully and motioned for Thrang to continue the story. 

Thrang told of the Oracle’s invitation and how Iownan had named Alex a 
friend. He told of the discovery of Alex’s magical sword, Moon Slayer. 

Alex squirmed slightly in his chair, embarrassed because his own part of the 
story seemed very impressive the way Thrang told it. 

When Thrang told Osrik about Alex’s sudden magical change during the 
bandit attack, Osrik took a deep breath. 

“I have heard of such swords, though I have never seen one,” Osrik 
commented, sounding almost as excited as Thrain had the night before. 

Thrang finished the story, leaving out the part about the old man in Techen 
and his secret map to the dragon’s lair. For a few minutes, Osrik did not speak, 
lost in his deep thoughts. 


“Tt is nearly time for the midday meal,” said Osrik at last, glancing around the 
circle. “Before we eat, I would ask something of you.” 

“We will do what we can for you,” Bregnest answered, noncommitally. 

“These seven bags you recovered,” said Osrik, glancing at Alex. “Will you 
show them to me?” 

“May I ask why, Lord Osrik?” Bregnest questioned, still looking a little 
worried. 

“One of my cousins went on an adventure. It has been almost twenty years 
now, and we have heard nothing of his fate,” answered Osrik, an uneasy look on 
his face. 

“You fear his bag is among the seven,” said Bregnest. 

“I do,” said Osrik in a sad and troubled tone. “We were very close, and in the 
last few years, his family has fallen on hard times. If his bag is among the seven, 
whatever treasure is inside may help to repair their fortunes.” 

“Then they will be brought before you immediately,” said Bregnest, turning 
to look at Alex. 

“Thrain will lead you back to your chambers,” said Osrik, motioning, for 
Thrain to come forward. “And if you don’t mind, I would dearly love to see this 
wondrous sword of yours as well.” 

“As you wish, Lord Osrik,” replied Alex with a bow. 

The rest of the company remained seated as Alex followed Thrain out of the 
hall. As soon as they were out of the main hall, Thrain began to ask Alex 
questions. 

“Are you really a wizard then?” 

“Untrained and untried,” answered Alex with a smile. “Though everyone says 
that I can be a true wizard, in time.” 

“And you killed a three-legged troll all by yourself?” Thrain continued, 
almost bubbling over with excitement. 

“With a great deal of luck.” 

Thrain asked questions during the entire walk through the city and back to the 
chamber where Alex picked up his magic bag and sword. Alex answered him as 
well as he could, always trying to make his own part in the adventure seem 
smaller than Thrang had made it out to be. 

“T’d love to be an adventurer,” said Thrain, as he led Alex back through the 
city toward the great hall. “But so few of us are ever chosen. Pll probably end up 
being a silversmith like my father.” 

“A noble profession, and far less dangerous than adventures,” said Alex. Then 
he asked, “How are your people chosen as adventurers?” 

“Oh, that’s simple,” said Thrain, sounding pleased that Alex had shown 


interest. “When we come of age at fifty, we can seek your friend, the Oracle.” 
Thrain seemed happy to refer to the Oracle as Alex’s friend, and Alex had to 
smile. “Then, if she tells us we should be adventurers, we go to Telous to find an 
adventure to join.” 

Alex was a bit puzzled by the idea of Iownan telling someone they should be 
an adventurer. She had spoken plainly to him, but he knew that was not her 
normal way. 

“Few of us ever seek the White Tower these days though,” Thrain said, 
sounding a bit sad. “The roads are hard, and as you know, there are bandits. 
Most of my people prefer to remain here in the Brown Hills to make their 
fortunes.” 

“When will you come of age?” Alex questioned. 

“TIl be fifty next spring,” said Thrain happily. “If I can find a few others who 
are willing, I’m going to find the White Tower.” 

“You should think long before taking that road,” Alex advised. “The Oracle 
may not tell you what you wish to hear.” 

“Td like to see the White Tower anyway,” said Thrain, his smile still in place. 
“At least that would be an adventure, even if I never got to go on another.” 

They had returned to the great hall and Alex thanked Thrain for leading him 
through the city. Thrain bowed deeply to Alex and quickly returned to his post at 
the edge of the hall. 

“The sword Moon Slayer, Lord Osrik,” said Alex, holding his sword out for 
Osrik to see. 

“Will you remove it from the scabbard?” Osrik asked, twitching slightly with 
excitement. 

Alex drew the sword and held it in his hands so Osrik could see it better. The 
king bent over the sword to look closely at it, but he did not touch it. Alex 
remembered how Arconn had not touched the sword either, once he had 
discovered what it was. He wondered if there was some reason for their caution. 

“A most excellent weapon,” said Osrik, leaning back into his chair. “The dark 
elves were always the best swordmakers, after all.” 

“There is more to it than swordmaking,” commented Arconn. 

“Pm sure there is, my friend,” Osrik replied, smiling at Arconn. “If dwarfs 
had the magic of elves, then such swords might be more common.” 

“And of less worth,” Thrang added in a thoughtful way. 

“Return your sword to your side,” said Osrik, seeming to take no note of 
Thrang’s comment. “You shall all be free to carry weapons in the dwarf realm of 
Vargland, for I name you all friends of my kingdom.” 

“Your kindness overwhelms us,” replied Bregnest. 


“And now for the bags,” said Osrik. 

Alex spoke softly into his own magic bag, withdrawing the seven recovered 
magic bags one at a time. As he produced the bags, Alex heard Thrain gasp 
behind him. Osrik carefully examined each of the bags as Alex handed them to 
him. When Alex handed him the fifth bag, the color drained out of Osrik’s face 
and he let out an audible moan. 

“Tt is as I feared,” said Osrik, his head sinking to his chest, his hands 
clutching the bag tightly. “Poor Umbar, he shall never return.” 

“You recognize his bag then?” Thrang asked softly. 

“As if it were my own,” answered Osrik, shaking his head in sorrow. “I will 
send for his heir and order the preparations made. The ceremony of returning the 
bag will take place this evening.” 

Osrik gently handed the bag back to Alex, his hands shaking with emotion as 
he waved for Thrain to come forward. 

“Forgive me, my friends, my sorrow is too great. I cannot join you for the 
midday meal,” said Osrik, looking incredibly old and sad. 

“You have our sympathy,” said Bregnest as they all stood and bowed to Osrik. 

Thrain motioned for the company to follow him. He led them back to their 
sleeping chamber without speaking, a troubled and worried look on his face. 
Alex wondered if Thrain was reconsidering his desire to become an adventurer, 
now that he realized how dangerous it could be. 

After Thrain left, Alex turned to Arconn. “What is the 
ceremony for returning a lost bag?” 

“Tt’s a little different, depending on where you are,” said Arconn. 

“The Handbook doesn’t say anything about a ceremony,” said Alex 
nervously. 

“You’ll be fine,” said Bregnest, breathing a heavy sigh and putting one hand 
on Alex’s shoulder. “I should not have let you carry this burden on your first 
adventure.” 

“Tt was his right and his choice,’ 
“Besides, it’s not that difficult really.” 

“Will you explain it, please?” Alex asked. “I don’t want to upset the 
ceremony, or make a fool of myself.” 

“Among dwarfs, the ceremony is almost always the same.” Thrang stopped to 
gather his thoughts before continuing. “The ceremony will take place in the 
feasting hall. You will be called to the front of the hall by the king. He will ask if 
you are the bearer of the lost bag, stating the name of the adventurer who was 
lost. You simply reply, ‘I am.’” 

“And then what happens?” Alex questioned. 
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said Thrang, taking a seat next to Alex. 


“Well, you’ll hold up the lost bag so everyone can see it,’ Thrang went on. 
“Then the king will call the adventurer’s heir forward and ask him to state his 
name and titles. Then the king will ask you if you believe that the person is the 
rightful heir.” 

“Tt will be, won’t it?” Alex asked in a worried tone. “I mean, I don’t think 
Osrik would call the wrong person forward.” 

“Tt has been known to happen,” said Arconn, listening closely to Thrang’s 
explanation. 

“So what should I say?” 

“Say that you accept the heir and his claim, but that the lost adventurer 
requires proof,” answered Thrang, stroking his beard. “Then the heir will 
whisper the bag’s passwords in your ear.” 

“But I thought those words were secret,” Alex interrupted. 

“They are,” said Thrang. “But the heir will know what they are and be able to 
tell you. Use the passwords to go in and then come out of the bag. Once you’ve 
done that, you will say the lost adventurer is satisfied. The king will ask what 
payment the heir will give for the return of the bag and the heir will make an 
offer. If the offer sounds good to you, say, ‘It is fair,’ and then hand the bag to the 
heir.” 

“What do you mean, payment?” Alex questioned. 

“Reward may be a better word,” said Arconn with a smile. “A reward is 
always offered for the return of a lost bag. You should know that from your 
reading, Alex.” 

“What if the offer—sorry, reward—doesn’t sound good?” Skeld asked with a 
wicked smile. 

Thrang looked slightly worried. “Then you say, ‘It is unjust,’ and the king will 
ask the heir to make another offer.” 

“Is the offer likely to be unjust?” Alex asked, trying hard to remember 
everything Thrang was saying. 

“Tt might be,” said Thrang. “Normally the heir will offer part of the treasure 
in the bag. Sometimes the heir will offer something else as well as part of the 
treasure. You know, in case there isn’t much treasure in the bag. Or, if they think 
there’s a lot of treasure in the bag, they might offer something else and a smaller 
share of the bag’s treasure.” 

“What would you consider a fair offer?” Alex questioned. 

“Its not my place to say,” said Thrang, shrugging his shoulders. “I’d say, if 
the heir offers you one-in-ten or one-in-twelve of the bag’s treasure, you should 
consider it fair. Anything less than that, though, would be an insult.” 

“What if I forget what to say?” 


“You'll be fine,” said Thrang, smiling. “And if you don’t think the offer is 
fair, feel free to say so.” 

“What if the offer seems like too much?” Alex asked, wondering if that ever 
happened. 

“Then you say, ‘You are too generous,’ and say what you will accept instead,” 
Thrang replied. “But be careful because if you offer a lot less than the heir has 
offered, he may take it as an insult.” 

“Right,” said Alex, rubbing his hands together and trying to remember what 
to say and when to say it. He remembered what Andy told him about dwarfs and 
their money and he hoped he wouldn’t insult the heir to the bag. Then another 
thought came to him. 

“What happens if the heir doesn’t know the passwords?” 

“T’ve never heard of that happening, so I’m sure you don’t need to worry 
about it.” 

“But what if he doesn’t know?” Alex persisted. 

“Well, then, I suppose the lost adventurer can’t be satisfied and you can’t give 
the bag back,” said Thrang. “And if that happens, the heir will need to visit 
either the Oracle or the bag maker in Telous to find out what the passwords are.” 

“And Pd have to carry the bag until he does?” 

“Yes,” said Thrang. 

“What, and wait here until the heir finds out what the passwords are?” 

“Not at all,” said Arconn with a soft laugh. “You would be free to go. If the 
heir doesn’t know the passwords, he will have to find out what they are and then 
wait until you come back again.” 

“But don’t worry,” said Thrang, slapping Alex on the shoulder. “The heir will 
know the words, and you’ll do fine. Just remember not to insult him by asking 
too little for the bag. After all, the return of a lost bag is about more than the 
treasure in the bag. Among dwarfs, the return of a lost bag to the adventurer’s 
heir is also a return of lost honor.” 

As the afternoon wore on, Alex thumbed through his Adventurer ’s Handbook 
without reading any of it. He was worried and nervous about the upcoming 
ceremony, and he hoped everything would work out all right. The idea of 
accepting a reward for returning a lost bag troubled him, and he was concerned 
about how much the heir would offer. He really hoped the heir’s first offer would 
be fair. More than anything else, he hoped the heir would know the bag’s 
passwords. 

All too soon, the company was summoned back to the feasting hall. Alex 
carried the lost adventurer’s bag over his shoulder and walked quietly beside 
Thrang. He was still nervous, but Thrang’s instructions returned to his mind and 


that calmed him a little. When they entered the hall, they were seated at a table 
to the king’s right. 

Alex could see several richly dressed and important-looking dwarfs seated 
around the king, and he hoped that his clean but plain clothes would be 
acceptable. 

“Master Taylor, please come forward,” Osrik called loudly. 

Alex hadn’t been paying attention to what was going on as he worried about 
his appearance. Thrang nudged him gently and nodded toward the king. Alex 
stood up and walked forward nervously, carrying the lost magic bag in his hands. 

“Are you the bearer of the magic bag that once belonged to Umbar, son of 
Olin, the adventurer who was lost?” questioned Osrik. 

“T am,” Alex replied and held the bag high above his head so everyone in the 
hall could see it. 

The ceremony proceeded, and Alex was relieved he didn’t forget anything 
Thrang had told him. He worried a little when the heir—Umbar, son of Umbar— 
told him the bag’s passwords. The words were obviously dwarfish, and Alex was 
afraid he wouldn’t be able to pronounce them correctly. He managed to get in 
and out of the bag without too much trouble, though he had to repeat the exit 
password twice to get it right. Then it was time for the heir to say what he would 
offer for the bag’s return. 

“T will give one hundred true silver pennies and one-half of all the bag 
contains for its return,” Umbar said loudly. 

Alex was stunned. Even with his limited understanding of treasure, he had not 
expected such an extravagant offer. 

“You are too generous,” Alex replied slowly, thinking that one-in-ten of all 
the treasure would perhaps be a better number. 

As this thought went through his mind, Alex saw Thrang out of the corner of 
his eye. Thrang was mouthing “one-third” wildly, while trying not to attract too 
much attention to himself. Alex considered again Andy’s words about dwarfs 
and their money, and what Thrang had said about not asking for too little. Not 
wanting to offend Umbar, he decided to take Thrang’s advice. 

“T will ask for one-third of the treasure in the bag,” said Alex, looking Umbar 
in the eye. 

“Tt is acceptable,” said Umbar, bowing low to Alex, a look of relief and 
happiness on his face. 

Alex presented the bag to Umbar and bowed as well. The ceremony 
complete, both Alex and Umbar bowed to Osrik and returned to their seats. 

“The payment for the bag’s return will begin tomorrow after the midday 
meal,” said Osrik in a commanding voice. “Now, let us feast in memory of 


Umbar, who was lost.” 

“You did very well,” said Thrang as Alex returned to his chair. “I was afraid 
you’d ask too little and insult the heir.” 

“T could see you saying one-third,” replied Alex with a smile. “And knowing 
very little about what might offend a dwarf, I took your advice.” 

“You’ve done very well for yourself,” Thrang laughed. “A hundred true silver 
pennies and one-third of the bag’s treasure. That could be a fair amount.” 

“We get the silver pennies as well?” Alex questioned. 

“You do,” said Thrang, taking a long drink from his mug. “Your treasure 
room could be a respectable size once payment is made.” 

“You mean, all of our treasure rooms,” Alex corrected. “After all, we are to 
share the reward.” 

“We shall see,” said Bregnest, smiling at Alex. 

Alex didn’t say anything, but it sounded to him like Bregnest and the others 
would not be willing to accept a share of the reward for returning the lost bag. 
This annoyed Alex, but there was a feast going on, so he held his tongue. 

mK OK OK 

The next day, Alex asked Thrang about the true silver pennies. 

“Long ago, true silver pennies were the standard currency in the dwarf 
realms, but true silver is too rare these days,” Thrang commented thoughtfully. 
“And not many of the 
pennies are left now anyway, so they’re quite valuable.” 

“Every penny would be worth at least twenty gold coins,” said Halfdan, 
taking a seat next to Alex. “Quite a bit more than that in some places.” 

“Then Umbar has been extremely generous,” said Alex. 

“As he should be,” Thrang replied with a smile. “You’ve done him a great 
service after all. The return of the lost bag is also a return of his family’s lost 
honor, as I told you.” 

Alex sat quietly, thinking. He knew he had done a service for Umbar by 
returning his father’s bag, and he also knew his own honor had increased 
because of what he’d done. Still, he didn’t really understand what his friends 
meant when they talked about honor. Things they said were honorable seemed 
odd to him because Alex simply thought of them as the right thing to do. 

After they had finished their midday meal, Alex tried to say something to his 
friends about dividing the reward, but he didn’t get a chance to say anything. 
One of Osrik’s officers appeared and led them all to a large room deep inside the 
dwarf city. When they arrived, Osrik was waiting for them with Umbar at his 
side. Both dwarfs smiled brightly as the company entered, and Osrik winked at 
Alex. 


“You have done me a great kindness,” said Umbar, stepping forward and 
bowing to Alex. “You have been both kind and generous.” 

“Tt has been my honor,” replied Alex, having been told in advance what to say 
by Thrang. “I am pleased to have been of service.” 

“Then let the payment begin,” commanded Osrik, still smiling. 

Umbar nodded and walked to Alex, handing him a leather pouch. Alex took 
the pouch without opening it, knowing that it held the one hundred true silver 
pennies that were part of the reward; he bowed to Umbar in thanks. 

“The wardens have been up all night sorting and counting the wealth of 
Umbar,” Osrik said. “Now they will bring one-in-three of all the treasure the bag 
held.” 

Alex bowed to the king and stood with his companions to wait. The wait was 
not long as several dwarfs soon began 
carrying all kinds of treasure into the room. The dwarfs piled the treasure in one 
comer of the room and continued to go in and out of the room in a seemingly 
endless stream. 

The room filled quickly with gold and silver bars and coins. Several of the 
dwarfs carried large bags into the room and placed them in separate piles against 
one wall, the piles growing nearly as high as Alex was tall. Each bag had a tag 
attached to it, and Alex guessed the tag identified the bag’s contents. There had 
to be at least three or four times more treasure here than they had taken from the 
troll. Alex was stunned. 

“Tt appears Umbar was a successful adventurer,” said Thrang, standing beside 
Alex and watching the room fill around them. 

“Indeed he was,” said Osrik with a laugh. 

Alex thought he should say something about this being too much treasure, but 
a look from Thrang told him not to speak. He looked around at the enormous 
mounds of treasure; the room was almost too crowded to stand in. Alex 
wondered how long it would take to divide everything eight ways. 

Finally the dwarfs brought the last bag into the room, bowing at Osrik before 
leaving. Osrik and Umbar turned to Alex. 

“Do you accept your payment?” asked Osrik. 

“I... Ido,” Alex replied, his voice shaking slightly. 

“Then we will leave you to sort your treasure,” said Osrik with a smile. “We 
will see you this evening at the heir’s feast.” 

Osrik and Umbar walked out of the room, leaving Alex and his companions 
alone. Alex looked around in disbelief at the piles of treasure around him. He 
didn’t think he and his companions could possibly have it all sorted and divided 
before the feast began, and not going to the feast was out of the question. 


“You’d better make a start then,” Skeld laughed, dropping onto a pile of bags 
in one corner. 

“We all had,” said Alex. 

“No,” replied Bregnest softly but firmly. “You had.” 

“But we are to share equally,” Alex protested. “I said when I took the lost 
bags that all rewards would be shared equally between us.” 

“But that is not the custom, as you should know from your reading,” replied 
Bregnest with a smile. “You are the winner of the bags. The reward is yours 
alone.” 

“But I—” Alex began. 

“Tt will do no good arguing the point,” Bregnest interrupted, holding up his 
hand. “We have decided on this, and I will not be moved.” 

“You must take something,” Alex insisted. “I mean, what will I do with all of 
this?” 

“You are kind and generous,” said Bregnest with a slight bow and a smile. 
“However, you do not know what your future holds, or how much treasure you 
may need some other day.” 

“And you’ve not seen any really large treasures yet,” said Halfdan with a 
laugh. “What we took from the troll was a fair amount compared to what trolls 
normally have, but it was hardly a dragon’s hoard.” 

Alex continued to object loudly as Skeld and Andy took him by the arms and 
led him to a pile of treasure. 

“Best get started or you’ ll miss the feast for sure,” said Skeld laughing. 

“Tt will take days to get all this in my bag,” said Alex, hoping that would 
force the others to take some of the treasure. 

“Nonsense,” Thrang replied. “Just hold your bag next to a pile and say, 
‘treasure room.’” 

Alex did as he was told, though with some doubts. He had only put single 
items in his bag before, and he’d never tried anything as large as the pile of 
treasure in front of him. To his surprise, the command worked and the entire pile 
of treasure vanished into his bag. 

Alex approached one of the tagged bags and saw that the bag contained 
diamonds. He wondered how many thousands of diamonds were in the pile of 
labeled bags in front of him. He looked around at his companions once more, 
trying to talk them into taking something. They simply laughed at him and 
refused to accept any of his treasure. 

Finally, after what seemed like hours, only one pile of bags remained in the 
room. Alex looked at the tag to see what was inside. There was a single dwarfish 
letter on the tag. 


“What does this mean, Thrang?” Alex asked, carrying one of the bags to his 
friend. 

“Oh, my!” Thrang exclaimed, looking at the tag and then at the large pile of 
bags on the floor. “It’s . . . it’s true silver.” 


chapter fifteen 


Haunted Ruins 


Alex and his friends remained in the halls of King Osrik for a week, feasting 
and talking each night with the king. They wandered the dwarf city freely, often 
getting lost and having to ask directions from one of the passing dwarfs. The 
dwarfs were always happy to help them find their way, and many of them would 
take the time to lead the members of the company back to their chambers. 

“Now I know what dwarf cities are like,” said Skeld, smiling at Thrang and 
Halfdan as they ate breakfast on their final day in the city. 

“And what do you think about them now?” Halfdan questioned. 

“T think they are different than I imagined them to be,” answered Skeld, still 
smiling. “Though not as green and open as I have been told.” 

Alex chuckled to himself, remembering the comment Skeld made in Techen 
about “dwarf caves.” Alex had been happy in Osrik’s city and was sorry to be 
leaving. 

Alex had another reason to be happy because, in the end, each of his 
companions had agreed to take a bag of the true silver Alex had received in 
payment for returning Umbar’s lost bag. They had each thanked him so many 
times that Skeld started teasing them about it, laughing at himself as well as the 
others. 

“Our last breakfast in the city,” said Halfdan sadly. “I hope we will be able to 
return here one day.” 

As they finished their breakfast and prepared to leave, Thrain appeared in the 
doorway. Alex and Andy had become good friends with Thrain during their 
short stay, and they were happy to see him again. 

“The king wishes to bid you farewell,” said Thrain. “He awaits you in the 
great hall.” 

“Then we will follow you to the king, Master Thrain,” replied Bregnest. 

Thrain led the way, trying hard once again to look official. The company 
followed him, smiling and nodding to the dwarfs they passed along the way. 
There seemed to be a lot of dwarfs along their way this morning, smiling and 
waving good-bye to the company or wishing them good luck on their journey. 

“Ah, at last,” said Osrik, walking down the steps from his throne as Alex and 
his friends approached. “A final meeting before you go—though I hope this will 
not be the last time we meet.” 


“You have shown us great kindness, King Osrik. We will not soon forget you 
or your people,” said Bregnest as the company bowed to the king. 

“Nor will we forget the happiness you and your company have brought to us,” 
Osrik replied. “You are all free to come and go in this kingdom whenever you 
may wish. And now my kinsman Umbar asks permission to give you each a 
gift.” 

“A token of thanks from the house of Lanoch,” said Umbar, stepping forward. 
He handed each of them a small package. When Umbar came to Alex, he handed 
him a larger package. 

“These are but small tokens of thanks for your kindness in returning the lost 
bag of my father,” said Umbar in a low voice to Alex. “If ever I, or any of my 
family, may be of service to you, please, feel free to call on us.” 

“You are both kind and generous,” replied Alex with a bow. 

“And now you must go,” Osrik said sadly. “I wish you a safe journey and a 
speedy return to my halls.” 

“You have our thanks, great king,” said Bregnest. “If ever we can be of 
service to you or your kingdom, we will do all that we can.” 

Alex and the others waited until Osrik was back on his throne before bowing 
one last time. 

As they left the great hall, Thrain fell into step beside Alex and Andy, 
walking with them out of the main gates and toward the path to the valley below. 

“T hope I will see you both again,” Thrain said brightly. “Perhaps we will be 
able to go on an adventure together.” 

“That would be nice,” said Andy. “But you have not been chosen as an 
adventurer. At least not yet.” 

“Perhaps you will return in time to go with me to the White Tower,” said 
Thrain hopefully. 

“Perhaps we will,” said Alex in a cheerful tone. “Then I would have the 
pleasure of introducing you to my friend, the Oracle.” 

Thrain beamed with happiness at Alex’s words. 

When they approached the large barn, they saw that their horses were already 
saddled and waiting for them. 

“Farewell, my friends,” Thrain called as they mounted their horses. “May you 
find your goal and return quickly to our city.” 

“Farewell, Master Thrain,” answered Bregnest. “May the best of your hopes 
come to pass.” 

Alex and Andy waved good-bye to Thrain, falling into line behind Skeld and 
Tayo as they rode off into the east. 

“Tt would be nice to ride with Thrain to the White Tower,” said Andy, taking 


one last look at the dwarf city behind them. 

“T doubt we will return to the tower soon,” said Tayo grimly. 

“Always a ray of sunshine, aren’t you?” said Skeld with a laugh and a smile. 

They rode quickly across the open lands beyond the city of King Osrik, 
leaving the Brown Hills behind them. There was little talking as they went 
along, and it seemed to Alex a shadow had fallen over the company’s mood. The 
weather was warm and dry, and as the sun began to sink behind them, they 
stopped to make camp. After they had eaten their evening meal, they took out 
the packages Umbar had given them. Inside each package was a chain made of 
true silver with a large white diamond set in the center. In addition to the chain, 
there was also a true-silver brooch, which bore the emblem of the dwarf realm of 
Vargland. Alex’s package also contained a long dagger in a silver-and-black 
scabbard. When he drew the blade, he saw several dwarfish letters engraved on 
it. 

“A blade made of true silver,” said Thrang, looking at the dagger in Alex’s 
hands. He pointed to the engraving. “And 
a charm to keep it sharp and unbroken. It will serve you well.” 

“Umbar has been most generous,” Halfdan commented, putting his chain 
around his neck. 

“The return of his father’s bag has made him richer than many dwarf lords,” 
said Thrang with a wide smile. “He can afford to be generous.” 

“Still, it is a kind gift,” said Arconn, pinning his brooch to his tunic. “That he 
has been generous to us all and not just to the bringer of the bag is strange.” 

“T think he heard our young friend trying to share his reward with us,” said 
Skeld. “Perhaps he is trying to make up for what we would not take.” 

“Perhaps,” Bregnest agreed, looking at his own brooch. “But whatever the 
reason, he has been most kind.” 

They were all in good spirits as they drank a toast to Umbar, son of Umbar, 
but Alex still felt as if some shadow was hanging over them. 

During his watch, Alex wondered when and if they would ever reach the end 
of their journey, and then remembering that a dragon waited for them, he wasn’t 
sure if he was really in such a hurry for the adventure to end. Thinking about 
what had happened so far, he had to admit the adventure had been a great deal of 
fun. The attack of the bandits and fighting the three-legged troll seemed almost 
like dreams now, and not something to be afraid of. 

“So you’ve decided you like your adventure,” Arconn said with a smile, as 
Alex shared his feelings that night. 

“Tt’s different than I thought it would be,” replied Alex with a smile of his 
own. 


“But it is not over yet, and it may be very different again before we reach the 
end.” 

“That’s true,” Alex admitted. “But I’m not as worried about the end as I once 
was.” 

“Perhaps you’ve spent too much time with Skeld,” said Arconn, laughing. 

“T don’t think I’m as bad as that,” Alex replied, laughing as well. 

Alex spent the rest of his watch studying his books while Arconn sat quietly 
by the fire. Alex’s ability to read the magic book was improving, though he still 
occasionally asked Arconn about the meaning of some of the words. 

The days passed quickly as they followed the road east, and it wasn’t long 
before the weather turned wet again. Afternoon thunderstorms became an almost 
daily event, and they spent most of their evenings trying to dry their clothes. It 
was during one of these afternoon storms that Bregnest called them to a sudden 
halt. 

“We will camp here tonight,” he said, a worried look on his face. 

“Perhaps we should move further away,” suggested Arconn, looking through 
the rain at the road ahead. 

“Tt has been a long day and we need rest,” said Bregnest, sounding both 
nervous and troubled. “We should be far enough away—though not as far as I 
had hoped.” 

Alex wondered why Bregnest and Arconn kept looking at the road ahead of 
them; Alex couldn’t see anything but rough-looking ground. That night during 
his watch, Alex asked Arconn about Bregnest’s troubled look and words. 

“We are close to the ruins of Aunk,” said Arconn. “Bregnest had hoped to 
reach them early tomorrow so we could pass them in the daylight.” 

“Why? Are there bandits there?” 

“No, not bandits,” replied Arconn slowly. “The ruins are said to be haunted 
by the ghosts of men, but I do not think that is true.” 

“Yet there is something you fear about the ruins,” said Alex. 

“Aunk has become an evil place, and I do not think it is because of ghosts. I 
feel great anger and hatred coming from there, though I do not know the source 
of it,” replied Arconn. 

“Do you think we are in danger?” Alex asked, looking into the darkness 
around the camp. 

“T cannot say for sure. But I feel both watchful and 
nervous.” 

Alex put his books away, troubled and uneasy. He looked to the east and felt 
the mysterious shadow that had been following them since leaving the Brown 
Hills draw closer. 


“Rest, my friend,” said Arconn. “Tomorrow we will pass the ruins, and soon 
we will meet my kinsmen in the dark 
forest.” 

Alex turned slowly back to the camp. He walked to his tent, glancing east 
once more, before ducking inside. The nervous feeling continued to grow in his 
mind, and he remained fully dressed as he lay down on his blankets. 

It was still dark when Alex woke with a start. The sound of Andy snoring 
next to him was comforting, but his thoughts remained troubled. He rolled over 
and tried to go back to sleep, but his mind buzzed with strange thoughts and he 
didn’t feel tired anymore. 

Quietly, Alex got up and stepped out of the tent. The clouds in the sky 
blocked any light from the moon or the stars. The ashes of the campfire were 
gray and cold, and when Alex looked around, he couldn’t see any of his 
companions on watch. Sensing trouble, he wondered if he should wake Bregnest 
when a soft voice broke the silence. 

“Your companions are tired,” the voice whispered. “They have failed to keep 
the watch.” 

Alex turned toward the voice and saw a tall, dark figure 
standing a short distance from the dead fire. He opened his mouth to warn his 
friends, but something inside kept him from speaking. 

“You have chosen strange companions,” the figure continued. “I would not 
think that one as great as yourself would be seen in such company.” 

“T didn’t choose them, they chose me,” replied Alex. “And I am not great, I’m 
only a first-time adventurer.” 

Soft laughter came from the dark figure, but it was like nothing Alex had ever 
heard. His skin crawled at the sound of it, making him feel like hundreds of tiny 
pins were sticking him. 

“Tf they chose you,” the voice continued, “it was only so they could use your 
power.” 

“What do you mean?” Alex questioned. 

“I mean you could be great—far greater than any of these who call you 
friend,” the voice sneered. “You need only find your true self and your true 
friends. Friends who will help you to greatness.” 

“These are my friends,” Alex replied defiantly. 

“Friends,” the voice scoffed. “Friends who take treasure that should be yours. 
Friends who laugh at you behind your back.” 

“They have taken nothing but their fair share—less than that at times,” said 
Alex, anger building inside of him. 

“But it was you who killed the troll,” the voice replied softly. “It was you who 


defeated the bandits, and it was you who returned the lost bag to its heir.” 

“We have an agreement,” Alex said. “I only did what had to be done. As any 
of them would have done.” 

“Do not be deceived, my young friend,” said the voice in a soothing tone. 
“None of them could have done what you did. When you faced the troll, where 
were they? Hiding in the bushes, no doubt, waiting to see if you would survive.” 

“They were searching for our horses,” said Alex, his thoughts returning to the 
night he’d fought the troll. He remembered now that the others had appeared 
suddenly, once he’d defeated the troll. 

“And did not your leader offer to take the so-called burden of the bags from 
you?” the voice asked. “Did not this leader seek to take your honor and glory?” 

“He did it as a favor to me,” answered Alex, only half-believing his own 
words. “He said the reward would be mine, even if he carried the bags.” 

“He has said many things, but that does not make them so,” the voice hissed. 
“Did not the elf say that Bregnest is seeking to fulfill a prophecy? Yet the 
company has not heard what this is.” 

Alex thought for a moment, confused. Bregnest had said the company would 
have no secrets, yet he knew nothing of Bregnest’s prophecy. Were the others 
using him for their own purposes? Could it be they were only pretending to be 
his friends? His mind felt clouded and he was having difficulty focusing his 
thoughts. 

“Your true friends would be more open,” the voice continued. “We would tell 
you what we seek, and what we could do for you.” 

“And what is that?” Alex questioned. He felt a coldness creeping into him, 
like ice-cold claws tearing at his insides. 

“We want you to be great,” said the voice. “We know you can be the greatest 
wizard who has ever lived. You can be the greatest king in all the known lands.” 

“And what price would you ask for this greatness?” Alex asked, more to 
himself than to the shadow. 

“A small thing that another has asked of you,” replied the voice. “The 
simplest of things to look at, though it is strong in magic.” 

“What?” Alex demanded. 

“The crystal the Oracle would claim as her own,” the voice hissed. “It was 
not stolen as she pretends, it was taken by its rightful owner.” 

“But I have sworn an oath,” said Alex. He remembered Iownan’s face, her 
kind words and her smile that made him feel safe and happy. 

“An oath to a liar has no meaning,” said the voice. “And with the crystal we 
can show you the way to greatness. The Oracle saw what is in you, but she said 
nothing. We will tell you all.” 


“The others have sworn an oath as well. They believe what the Oracle told 
them,” said Alex, his mind feeling more confused and muddled. Was it possible 
the Oracle had lied to them? Could an oracle tell a lie? Alex didn’t know. 

“You do not need the others,” answered the voice. “Your true friends will take 
care of them. Then you can recover the crystal for us. When we have the crystal, 
we will tell you why you are so great.” 

“What do you mean—take care of?” 

“We will drive them away. Once they are gone, you can fulfill your destiny,” 
said the voice urgently. “It is your destiny to slay the dragon. Only you can do 
this. We will help you. We will guide you to victory and greatness.” 

For a moment, Alex could see himself in a strange dream, sitting on a 
beautiful golden throne, crowds of people bowing and cheering for him. He 
could see every wild wish he’d ever had coming true, his every desire fulfilled. 

“Leave the others and come with us,” the voice said, low and persuasive. “We 
are your true friends. We are the ones who want to see you become all that you 
can be.” 

“But the others .. .” Alex said. “What will become of them? What will they 
think?” 

“They will think whatever you tell them to think,” the voice replied coldly. 
“They will do as you command, or they will die.” 

Alex’s hand automatically grabbed his sword. The cold feel of Moon Slayer 
under his hand helped focus his mind, and the magical fire began to burn inside 
of him, clearing his thoughts as the dreams of greatness slipped away. 

“Slay your enemies,” the cold voice said softly. “They mean nothing. Only 
your greatness matters. We will help you. All creatures will know you as their 
king.” 

The words rang inside Alex’s head as the heat of the sword grew more 
intense. Bregnest and the others were not his enemies, they were his friends. 
They had not taken advantage of him, but had shown him great kindness. 

“Slay them and join us,” the dark voice screamed in Alex’s mind. “Together 
we will rule all the known lands.” 

Alex drew his sword, looking around as the magic heat burned like a raging 
fire inside of him. There was not one dark figure standing beyond the cold ashes 
of the campfire, but many. They stood motionless, watching Alex as though they 
were made of stone. But the sound of their evil laughter filled the air around 
him. 

“T will slay my enemies!” Alex yelled back at the dark figures, the flaming 
heat of his magic sword burning away his clouded thoughts and doubts. “I will 
destroy them all!” 


Jumping across the cold ashes at the dark figures in front of him, Alex saw 
Moon Slayer shining like a blue flame in his hands. He swung the sword at the 
figures closest to him, and as the blade passed through them, they melted away 
like mist. Terrible screams and howls of pain filled the air as he moved forward, 
swinging his sword at any movement. 

Alex felt like he was on fire, but the power of the sword kept him on his feet, 
moving and hacking at the dark figures that surrounded him. The screaming 
grew louder, though the figures did not try to fight back or run away. Soon only 
one figure remained. One last shadow standing tall, waiting for Alex in a dark 
mist blacker than any night. 

“Join us,” the cold voice begged. “We are your path to fame and glory. If you 
stay with them, you will become nothing. There is much more in you than you 
know. Only we can show you what you really are.” 

“You lie!” Alex yelled back in anger. “You are full of hate and lies!” 

Alex rushed forward, swinging Moon Slayer with all his strength at the last of 
his enemies. As the sword passed through the last shadow, a terrible shriek 
ripped through the air, filling Alex’s mind completely. The heat that had been 
burning inside him went out like a light, and he felt like his insides had turned to 
ice. He was so cold—so very cold and tired. 

Alex tried to remain standing, but his legs felt weak and unsteady. He 
remembered the dream that had scared him out of sleep in Telous so long ago, 
the painful cold that had filled him. Struggling to turn back to camp and his 
friends, Alex stumbled and fell forward with his sword under him. He 
remembered nothing more. 


chapter sixteen 


The Dark Forest 


“Alex,” a voice called from far away. 
He was so comfortable and didn’t want to answer, 
but the voice kept calling. Maybe if he ignored it, the voice would go 
away. 

“Alex, can you hear me?” 

“Yes,” Alex answered reluctantly. 

The voice seemed to be coming from the strange light behind him. Alex 
didn’t want to look at the light because his eyes were tired and the softly shaded 
land in front of him looked so pleasant. If he moved forward, across that low 
stone wall, then perhaps the voice would leave him alone. 

“Alex, you need to open your eyes,” said the voice, desperate and worried. 
“Turn to the light.” 

“Very well,” Alex said slowly, his brain struggling to remember the words as 
he spoke. 

He turned away reluctantly from the gray lands and the low wall. Facing the 
light, he discovered it wasn’t as bad as he thought it would be. The light was 
gentle, soft and warm. Perhaps he would feel warmer if he moved toward the 
light. 

“Alex, open your eyes,” the voice pleaded. 

Slowly Alex obeyed, blinking several times to bring things into focus. He saw 
Arconn’s worried face above him. He looked old and sad, not at all like himself. 

“Can you sit up?” asked Arconn wearily. 

“T think so,” Alex answered, the words coming slowly. 

With a great effort he tried to sit up, but his body felt so heavy. It would be 
easier to go back to sleep—back to the gray lands, the strange wall, and what 
was beyond. 

“You need to get up,” said Arconn, lifting Alex to his feet. “You need to move 
around.” 

“Very well,” said Alex, forcing himself to think about standing. For a moment 
he felt dizzy, and then he felt sick. His stomach lurched as he tried to move his 
feet, and he would have fallen if Arconn had not caught him. 

“Come,” said Arconn softly. “Over to the fire, then you can rest for a bit.” 

Alex struggled to walk, dragging his legs and feet forward as his stomach 


churned inside of him. He shook his head, trying to clear the cobwebs from his 
mind, but everything still seemed blurry. 

“Drink this,” said Arconn, pressing a cup to his lips. “It will help with your 
dizziness.” 

Alex sipped the sweet liquid and after a moment he felt steadier and less 
dizzy. His mind cleared a little as he sat down near the fire and wiped cold sweat 
from his forehead with his shirtsleeve. Things slowly returned to focus, and he 
could see the worried faces of his friends all around him. 

“What happened?” Alex asked. 

“We were hoping you could tell us,” said Thrang, looking at Alex in concern. 

Alex suddenly lurched forward, his stomach retching and his whole body 
shaking with cold. The memory of the shadow figures returned to him, and a 
sudden cold stabbed at his insides. 

“Shadows,” Alex managed to say through clenched teeth. “Shadows of 
darkness were here last night.” 

“Wraiths,” said Arconn, nodding grimly. He wrapped a blanket around Alex’s 
shoulders, gently pulling him back into a sitting position. 

Alex could see that his companions’ faces had gone white when Arconn had 
named the shadows, and they looked afraid. 

“They are gone now,” said Alex, trying to cheer his friends. “They are gone, 
forever.” 

“Can you tell us what happened?” Bregnest asked, deep concern for Alex 
showing in his face. 

“T woke up in the night,” said Alex, shaking so hard his teeth chattered. 
“Nobody was on watch. I was about to wake you when they spoke to me.” 

“You spoke with the wraiths?” Arconn questioned softly, his voice troubled. 

“They wanted me to join them,” Alex said, nodding. “They wanted me to 
bring the Oracle’s crystal to them and join them.” 

“And you refused,” said Arconn, looking into Alex’s eyes. 

“They said if I joined them I could be great,” Alex stammered. “They said 
you were not my friends and that they would drive you all away so I could get 
the crystal from the dragon. They told me that you would do as I said or you 
would die. When they said that, I reached for Moon Slayer. I was on fire. I knew 
they were lying to me. I attacked them. They didn’t even try to run away. When I 
attacked the last one, the fire inside me went out, and I . . . I felt like I had turned 
to ice.” 

“Enough,” said Arconn. “We will not speak of this here. We must press on to 
the dark forest at once.” 

Bregnest nodded, motioning for the others to finish packing up their camp. 


Alex remained by the fire with the blanket wrapped tightly around him. He 
felt cold and weak, and he was having trouble focusing his thoughts. Arconn 
remained with him, silent and watchful. 

“Will he be able to ride?” Bregnest asked in a worried tone. 

“T think so,” Arconn replied. “And I think the rest of us have little to fear 
from Aunk now. The darkness that I felt has gone.” 

“Where has it gone?” Tayo asked from behind Bregnest. 

“Tt is simply gone,” answered Arconn. “I believe that Alex has driven it out 
completely.” 

Alex wanted to ask what Arconn meant, but he couldn’t remember the words. 
His mouth felt dry and empty. His stomach continued to turn and twist inside of 
him. He couldn’t seem to focus on anything. He was so tired. So cold. 

“Drink a little more of this,” said Arconn, lifting the cup to Alex’s lips again. 
“Tt will help with the cold.” 

Arconn carefully helped Alex onto Shahree’s back, wrapping the blanket 
tightly around him. Even though the sun was bright and warm, Alex shivered 
under the blanket. He thought Skeld and Andy rode next to him, but he couldn’t 
be sure. He wanted to tell them not to worry, that Shahree wouldn’t let him fall, 
but the words disappeared before he could speak. 

The day passed in fits and starts. Every time Alex managed to look around, 
the landscape had changed, his vision blurring and all the colors turning to gray. 

As the sun began to set, Alex felt his insides growing colder. The blanket was 
an icy weight around his neck, and he could feel his legs shaking wildly. He 
wondered if he would ever be warm again. 

“The forest is near,” said Arconn as darkness covered the land. “We must 
press on quickly and hope to find my 
kinsmen.” 

“Tf they are there, we will find them,” said Bregnest, sounding determined. 

Alex felt so tired. All he wanted to do was sleep. Sleep so the cold would go 
away. Maybe he would dream of the gray lands, the shadowlands that beckoned. 
It would be nice to sleep, to dream, to be warm. 

He didn’t know when the dream took him away into darkness. 
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A soft breeze blew and Alex turned slowly, standing high on a hill, looking 
out over the soft gray lands that spread out in front of him. The low stone wall 
stood at the bottom of the hill, promising rest and relief. 

Slowly he made his way down the hill, the wall growing larger before him as 
he studied the land beyond. How pleasant it would be to explore those lands, to 
find a spot to rest and leave all of his troubles and worries behind. 


“Alex,” a voice called from behind him. “Alex, please stop.” 

Alex turned to see who had spoken. To his surprise, the most beautiful 
woman he had ever seen was walking down the hill toward him. 

“Who are you?” Alex asked as the woman drew closer. 

“T am Calysto. I have come to call you back to the land of light.” 

“Why would I want to go there?” Alex asked, turning to look at the wall. 
“The land beyond the wall looks so nice. The light isn’t very bright, but you can 
see for miles and miles just the same.” 

“Tt is the land of shadows, Alex,” said Calysto. “If you go there, you can 
never return to the world of light.” 

“Tf I go there, all of my troubles will be forgotten,” Alex answered. 

“All the good that you may do will be lost,” said Calysto in a worried tone. 
“Come. Return to life. There will be time for the shadowlands another day.” 

“No,” said Alex. “I want to go beyond the wall. Come with me. Let’s explore 
this new world together.” 

“T do not belong there.” 

“Come with me,” Alex repeated, turning to look back at Calysto. “Together 
we will find a peaceful place to rest.” 

Slowly Calysto moved forward, her feet dragging across the ground as if 
reluctant to do as Alex asked. Calysto looked beyond him into the shadowlands, 
and he could see the fear crossing her face. 

“Come,” Alex commanded. 

Calysto took a few quick steps toward him and then slowed once more. 

“I... Ido not wish to go there,” Calysto said as she finally came to a halt. “If 
you will not return to the world of light and life, then please, do not ask me to 
join you in the shadowlands.” 

“Light and life.” Alex considered the words. “Warmth and friendship as 
well.” 

“Yes, those as well.” 

“The lands beyond the wall look so inviting,” said Alex. “So restful.” 

“Tt is not your time,” answered Calysto. “You have things to do in the world 
of light. You have promises to keep.” 

“Yes. I do.” 

“Then come,” said Calysto. “Please, return with me.” 

“I... I will come,” replied Alex, suddenly tired. “I have promises to keep.” 

Alex slowly climbed up the hill toward Calysto. When he reached her, he 
paused and looked back over his shoulder toward the shadowlands. Calysto 
reached out and quickly took his hand in hers. At her touch, he felt stronger and 
warmer as well. He knew he had made the right choice to return with Calysto, 


and he didn’t look back at the shadowlands again as they climbed the hill toward 
the light. 

“Return,” Calysto’s voice said softly. “Return and find 
happiness.” 

And then the light swallowed the dream. 
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When Alex woke again he was lying in a soft bed covered with a warm, green 
blanket. Looking around, he saw he was alone in a low-roofed room, his sword 
and his magic bag sitting on the table beside his bed. Pushing back the covers, he 
tried to sit up, but his body was too weak. 

“Not yet,” a soft voice said from the doorway. “You do not have your strength 
back.” 

Alex looked up and saw a beautiful woman smiling at him. She walked into 
the room, her long golden hair shining in the sunlight and her bright green eyes 
full of happiness. 

“You gave us quite a scare,” she said with a warm smile. “We thought we 
might lose you to the shadowlands, but it seems you have returned.” 

“The shadowlands?” Alex questioned. 

“The gray lands you saw in your dreams,” the woman answered. “You were 
close to crossing the wall when I called you back.” 

“I... I know you,” Alex whispered. 

“T am Calysto,” answered the woman. “I am the queen of the dark woods, and 
your very happy—and relieved—host.” 

“The elves of the dark wood—Arconn’s kinsmen,” murmured Alex, more to 
himself than Calysto. 

“Indeed,” Calysto replied softly. “And fortunate you were to find us so 
quickly. You would not have lasted the night without our care.” 

“Where are the others?” Alex asked, feeling more awake with Calysto in the 
room. 

“They are close,” said Calysto. “They will be happy to hear you are awake; 
they have been worried.” 

“How long have I been here? I don’t remember reaching the forest.” 

“You have slept for five days,” answered Calysto, looking into Alex’s eyes. 
“You spoke many things in your sleep, but that trial is behind you.” 

“What... what did I say?” 

“You should rest,” Calysto replied soothingly. “You have suffered much, and 
dark tales are best left for another time.” 

“But I’m not tired,” said Alex. “And I wish to know what happened after . . . 
after I fell asleep,” he added haltingly. 


Calysto moved to the far side of the room. She mixed something in a goblet 
as she hummed softly to herself. 

“Drink this,” she said, returning to Alex’s bedside. “It will help you rest. 
Tomorrow, all of your questions will be answered.” 

Alex took the goblet from Calysto’s hand, smiling weakly. The liquid seemed 
to warm him from the inside as he drank it, and he suddenly felt tired once more. 

“Rest, my young friend,” he heard Calysto say as his eyes closed. “Rest and 
dream happy dreams.” 
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When Alex woke again, he felt wonderful. Sunlight flooded the room and his 
heart felt light inside of him. The memory of the shadowy figures at Aunk had 
lost its terror, and the cold he had felt was completely gone. 

“You look much better,” commented Calysto, entering the room. “Though 
you will still be weak from lack of food.” 

“T feel wonderful,” said Alex, sitting up and smiling at Calysto. 

“After six days and nights of sleep you should,” said Arconn from the 
doorway. 

“Arconn!” Alex exclaimed happily. “I’m so glad to see you.” 

“T have never been far,” replied Arconn, smiling and bowing at Alex’s warm 
greeting. 

“And he would have been closer, if I’d allowed it,” added Calysto, smiling at 
both Alex and Arconn. 

“Only your word could keep me from his side,” said Arconn, bowing to 
Calysto. 

“More like my word and a few threats,” replied Calysto with a happy laugh. 
“Though the threats were more for the others than you.” 

“You are most kind, lady, and even your threats are music to my ears,” said 
Arconn, laughing. 

“You may rejoin your friends,” said Calysto, handing Alex a goblet to drink. 
“They will be pleased to see you feeling so well.” 

“Thank you,” said Alex, draining the goblet. “You have been very kind.” 
Calysto smiled and left the room so Alex was alone with Arconn. 

“She seems so strange,” Alex commented, after Calysto had gone. 

“How so?” 

“T don’t know. It’s like happiness flows out of her.” 

Arconn laughed and agreed with Alex’s comments. He helped Alex pull on 
his boots and walked close beside him as they left the room and the small house. 

Alex was glad Arconn was close because he felt a little awkward on his feet. 
More than once he stumbled and Arconn had to catch him before he fell. Arconn 


led him slowly across a green meadow to another wooden house close by. Alex 
felt much better after the short walk, and even his legs felt stronger. 

“Alex!” Thrang’s voice boomed as Alex and Arconn entered the house. 
“Thought we were going to lose you.” He rushed over and gathered Alex into a 
bear hug. 

The rest of his companions crowded around, slapping Alex on the back and 
hugging him warmly as he moved into the room. 

“Thought we’d lost you that time, little brother,” Skeld laughed, lifting Alex 
off his feet in yet another hug. “But our elf friends seem to have cured you.” 

Alex felt truly happy as he returned the hugs of his companions and laughed 
with them. They all made a great fuss about making him comfortable and then 
rushed around the room, bringing out food and something for him to drink. 

“That was close,” said Bregnest, sounding relieved. “We were lucky to find 
Arconn’s kinsmen so quickly.” 

“You all seem to know what happened to me, can you tell me what happened 
to you?” Alex asked as he started to eat the food Thrang placed before him. 

“On the night you fought the shadows, we were all overpowered by sleep,” 
said Thrang, eager to tell the story. “Even the noble Arconn succumbed to the 
wraith’s spell. That’s why there was no watch when you woke up.” 

“I wonder why they didn’t use the same magic on me?” Alex questioned, 
slightly puzzled. 

“T think they must have tried to put the spell on you as well,” said Arconn, 
taking a seat across from Alex. “But for some reason you were able to shake it 
off.” 

“How many wraiths were there?” Andy asked. “I mean, if you can remember 
and don’t mind talking about it.” 

Alex closed his eyes and thought for a moment. “I’m not really sure. At first I 
only saw one, but the voice kept saying, ‘join us,’ and, ‘we are your friends.’ 
After I touched Moon Slayer, I saw there were several of them—maybe a dozen? 
I didn’t take the time to count.” 

Andy looked surprised. “I’ve only ever heard of one or two wraiths together.” 

“I would have been much happier with only one or two,” Alex said, 
shuddering at the memory. 

“Once you’d defeated them, we all woke up,” Thrang went on. “We found 
you pretty quickly, but your body was stone cold. We were worried we were 
already too late.” 

“T remember hearing you call,” said Alex, looking at Arconn. “I could hear 
your voice calling from a long way off.” 

“If your spirit had traveled much further, you wouldn’t have heard me or been 


able to return,” said Arconn. “You were nearly to the wall, and I was afraid you 
wouldn’t answer.” 

“The wall,” said Alex, thinking back to his dreams. “Yes, I remember the wall 
and the soft gray lands around it.” 

“We’re all glad you did not cross that wall,” Thrang said. “If you had, we 
wouldn’t be talking now.” 

“What did you see beyond the wall?” Tayo asked in a slow, quiet tone, his 
expression troubled. “Did you see people there? Friends? Family?” 

“T don’t remember seeing anyone on the other side of the wall,” Alex replied 
after a short pause. “I only remember feeling that if I crossed the wall, all my 
troubles would disappear.” 

“We should not speak of such things,” said Bregnest. “It will bring worry and 
darkness to us all.” 

“T don’t know,” said Alex, thinking about it. “The wall didn’t seem like a 
place of worry. It was more like a place to start a new adventure.” 

Tayo’s troubled look seemed to fade a little at Alex’s words. 

Alex continued to eat. The food tasted wonderful and he could feel his 
strength returning with every bite. He could see how happy his friends were that 
he had recovered and that reassured him the wraiths had been lying to him. 

“Once you had answered my call and had come partway back, we rode as 
quickly as we could toward the dark forest,” said Arconn, continuing the story. 
“T knew that when darkness returned, you would be tempted to go back to the 
shadowlands. I had called you back once, but just barely. I feared I would not be 
able to do so a second time.” 

“T remember you saying something about the forest being near,” said Alex. 
“But everything was dark, and all I wanted to do was sleep.” 

“Yes, the sun had gone down and you were returning to the shadowlands and 
the wall,” replied Arconn. “Luckily, we found some of Calysto’s people as soon 
as we entered the forest. I explained what I could about your battle with the 
wraiths, and they rushed you to Calysto without asking questions. 

“At first they tried to put you on one of their own horses, but Shahree 
wouldn’t let them,” Arconn continued. “She was determined to carry you 
herself, as though she was afraid they would not get you here fast enough. In the 
end, my kinsmen took Shahree’s reins and led the two of you here as quickly as 
they could.” 

“And it was lucky they did, because you were almost gone when you arrived. 
You were speaking softly in your dreams about the gray land and wanting to see 
what was beyond the wall,” Thrang interjected. 

“And then Calysto called me back,” Alex said quietly. 


“Tt was more like a demand than a call,” said Arconn, looking suddenly grim. 
“T have never seen so much power used to call someone back from the wall. For 
atime...” 

“For a time, what?” Alex questioned. 

“For a time it seemed that you would take Calysto across the wall with you.” 
Arconn’s face was grim. 

“T almost did,” Alex said, remembering his insistence that Calysto come with 
him. 

“Indeed you did. I do not know how it was possible,” Arconn said, his eyes 
distant, “but it seems that in the end you wanted to come back and Calysto seems 
happy that you did.” 

“As are all the elves,” said Thrang with a laugh and a smile. “Gives them a 
reason to hold a feast.” 

“There’s going to be a feast?” Alex asked happily. 

“Tonight,” Arconn replied. “In your honor.” 

“My honor? Why?” 

“You defeated the wraiths,” said Thrang, refilling Alex’s mug. “You’re 
something of a hero around here. Not to mention the elves are all impressed with 
your sword.” 

“But you’ ll need to take a bath first,” said Skeld, laughing. “Or the elves will 
be disappointed in their hero, and the rest of us will need to stay upwind of you.” 

Alex laughed and threw a bit of bread at Skeld before asking where he could 
take a bath. Skeld led him to a smaller room at the back of the house where a 
huge tub was already filled with hot water. Fine new clothes and polished boots 
were sitting to one side of the tub. 

The hot water felt wonderful and Alex relaxed, alone with his thoughts. He 
wondered how Calysto had managed to call him back, and why Arconn had said 
that her call had been more like a demand. The food and the bath helped clear 
his thoughts, but he couldn’t seem to remember exactly what had happened after 
the company reached the forest. He felt like he should remember, and the fact 
that he couldn’t troubled him. 

The sun was sinking into the forest when Alex returned to his friends once 
more. They all seemed excited for the feast to start, and pleased that the feast 
was in Alex’s honor. Alex was slightly embarrassed by it all, thinking that he 
hadn’t really done anything worthy of a feast. As shadows covered the meadow, 
a tall elf appeared in the doorway of the house. He smiled and asked them to 
follow him to the celebration. 

“Tt will be a grand feast,” said the elf as they walked into the woods. “Our 
people have been arriving all day. From what I hear, the kitchens have pulled out 


all the stops as well.” 

Alex laughed at the elf’s excitement, which reminded him a great deal of his 
young friend, Thrain. He wondered how old this elf might be, before 
remembering that elves did not age like men or dwarfs. He glanced at Arconn 
who was walking beside him, remembering how old his friend had looked after 
calling him back from the wall the first time. 

“Are you troubled?” Arconn asked, noticing Alex’s glance. 

“Not really,” Alex replied. “I was just wondering why you looked so old the 
morning after the wraiths attacked me.” 

“Tt was not age you saw,” said Arconn with a faint smile. “You saw me after a 
great effort, an effort that took me to a place few elves ever go.” 

“I am sorry I took you there,” Alex said softly so only Arconn could hear 
him. 

“Do not be,” said Arconn. “I have long wanted to see the wall, and now I 
have. Though having seen it, I would not willingly return. Enough of this talk, 
we have arrived.” 

They walked into a vast meadow lit by hundreds of silver lamps. The 
meadow was crowded with elves sitting at long tables or carrying serving trays. 
Off to one side, a choir of elves sang happily, while more elves appeared from 
the trees around the clearing. 

“The lady Calysto bids you all to her table,” said the tall elf, bowing. 

Alex and his companions followed the elf through the crowded meadow 
toward Calysto’s table. As they walked, many of the elves stopped what they 
were doing and bowed to the company, while others simply smiled and nodded. 

Calysto’s table sat above the others on a raised wooden platform so that it 
overlooked the other tables. Chairs ran alongside one side of the table, and in the 
center chair sat Calysto, smiling as her guests approached. 

“Welcome, my friends,” said Calysto in her musical voice. “We are pleased 
you could join us.” 

“The honor is truly ours,” replied Bregnest, beginning to bow but then 
stopping himself. 

Alex barely had time to wonder about Bregnest’s unfinished bow before he 
and his companions were shown to their places at Calysto’s table. Alex sat on 
Calysto’s right; an important-looking elf sat to his right. Calysto introduced him 
as Delinus, the chamberlain of the dark forest. 

“Let the feast begin,” said Calysto as soon as Alex had taken his seat. 

The feast was as good as any he’d ever attended, and it was not only the food 
that took away his troubled thoughts and worries. The happiness on the faces of 
the elf host, mixed with their singing and fair voices laughing, left Alex feeling 


like nothing bad could ever happen again. 

Looking along the table, Alex saw Skeld joking loudly with the elves beside 
him. Andy was trying to sing an elfin song, and even Tayo smiled as he sat 
listening to the elf choir singing. All too soon the feast ended, the plates and 
food cleared away, and the elves grew quiet. 

“A final toast,” said Calysto, rising from her chair. “To he who vanquished the 
shadows!” 

“To he who vanquished the shadows!” the elf host shouted, raising their cups 
and drinking. 

Alex turned bright red at the toast, but managed to hide his embarrassment by 
drinking from his own cup. The elves all cheered again and started to sing as the 
feast ended. Alex remained seated, listening to the happy voices all around him 
and wishing that this night could go on forever. 

“Will you walk with me?” asked Calysto, leaning close so that only Alex 
could hear her. 

“As you wish,” said Alex, rising from his chair. 

Calysto smiled and, taking Alex’s hand, led him away from the meadow. 
They walked in silence for a time, and the happy voices faded behind them. 

“You are still troubled,” said Calysto softly as they walked through the trees. 
“You feel that something is missing. That you have forgotten something 
important.” 

“You see much,” answered Alex, looking at Calysto. 

Her face seemed to shine with an inner light, as though a hidden fire or power 
burned inside of her. 

“So, it seems, do you,” she replied. “Do you remember what has passed 
between us?” 

“Do you mean after I woke, or before?” Alex asked, afraid of what her 
answer would be. 

“Before,” said Calysto, her smile still in place. 

“I do not remember everything,” answered Alex. “Though I feel that I 
should.” 

Calysto stopped walking and turned to face Alex. For what seemed like a 
long time there was no sound at all, just Calysto looking deeply into Alex’s eyes. 
Then Alex felt as if a light had suddenly been turned on inside his head, a light 
that showed him the darkest comers of his own mind. 

Alex blinked several times before speaking. He felt like he’d just woken up, 
but he knew he had not. He looked at Calysto’s face, remembering her as he had 
seen her before, when she met him at the edge of the shadowlands. 

“Your memories have returned,” Calysto said at last, breaking the spell of 


silence. “I hope they will not be a burden to you.” 

“T am sorry I forced you to come there,” said Alex, shaking slightly. “I did not 
... I did not mean for that to happen.” 

“Tt was a near thing,” said Calysto, smiling again. “Almost you convinced me 
to cross the wall with you. But it seems your bonds here were stronger than your 
desire to leave.” She placed a gentle hand on Alex’s shoulder. “Do not be 
troubled. I came of my own free will, and place no blame for what happened on 
you.” 

Alex nodded his thanks, unable to speak. 

Calysto took his hand again and began walking. “You have great power in 
you, my young friend,” she said at last. “Greater than of anyone I have ever 
met.” 

“A power I can’t control,” replied Alex. “And as long as I do not control it, it 
is a danger to others, as it was to you.” 

“Then you know the path you must take,” said Calysto. “A wizard’s path is 
often a lonely one, but know that you will always find friends here.” 

“May I ask you something?” 

“Of course,” Calysto answered, smiling, her face beaming in the moonlight. 

“Why did Bregnest stop himself from bowing to you?” 

“Oh,” said Calysto, and laughed softly in surprise. “Your friends have 
forgotten to tell you—you have all been named elf friends. And as elf friends, 
there is no need for bows, though I think Bregnest finds this practice 
troublesome.” 

“Among adventurers, bowing is a way of showing respect,” said Alex, 
smiling. 

“Among elves and elf friends, respect is already known so there is no need for 
the show. Though as you saw, some of my own people have adopted your 
custom. I think your friend Bregnest was trying to show his respect by not 
bowing tonight.” 

They walked in silence for a time, Alex’s thoughts less troubled than they had 
been since the start of his adventure. He knew now exactly what he had to do, 
and what he had to become. He also knew that, with time, he would make his 
friends proud. 

“T will leave you here,” said Calysto. “Your friends are waiting for you 
inside.” 

Alex noticed for the first time that they had come back to the wooden house 
the company was staying in. He smiled at Calysto, trying to think of a way to 
thank her for all she had done. 

“T am in your debt,” he said at last. “If ever you have need, I will always 


answer your call.” 

Calysto bowed slightly, a smile in her bright eyes. Then looking up into the 
star-filled sky, she said, “You are more like an elf than any human I have ever 
met.” 

With a last look at Calysto, Alex turned and entered the wooden house. 
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How long the company remained in the dark forest, Alex was never sure. He 
remembered many feasts and long nights of singing and laughing with the elves. 
He remembered walking and talking with Calysto several times, but the days 
seemed to blend together and he could not count them. When at last the 
company prepared to leave the forest, the trees were changing color. Summer 
had passed and soon fall would be arriving. 

“We have stayed too long,” said Bregnest the night before they were to leave. 
“Though it is difficult to say good-bye, we must press on.” 

“Sad will be the parting,” said Arconn softly. “Though the return will be more 
welcome for it.” 

“You’ve become more elfin again,” said Thrang in a disgruntled tone. “We 
need to get you away from here so you’! speak plainly again.” 

Arconn laughed at Thrang’s comment, though Alex could see the deep sorrow 
in his friend. He knew how Arconn felt, leaving the dark forest behind and 
facing an unknown future. It would be a sad parting for them all, but Alex knew 
that they all had hopes for a quick return. 

The next morning as they were saddling the horses, Calysto came to say 
good-bye to them. She was smiling, though Alex could see that she, too, was sad 
to see them leave. 

“May good fortune ride with you,” Calysto called as they rode into the trees. 
“And may you return safely to our happy land.” 


chapter seventeen 


Slathbog 


None of the company looked back as they rode into the woods. They were all 
sad to be leaving, and even the hope of successfully finishing their quest did not 
brighten their thoughts. They followed the path the elves had told them about, a 
path that would lead them quickly to their final goal. 

As the days passed, Alex noticed that the trees had completely changed color 
from lively greens to bright yellows and reds. There was a chill in the air as well, 
and each morning seemed a little colder than the one before. 

“Tt will be difficult to cross the wastes in winter,” said Tayo one morning. 

“Tt would be difficult at any time,” replied Halfdan grimly. “The wastelands 
around the dragon will test our resolve.” 

“Then let’s make sure we pass that test,” said Bregnest as he climbed into his 
saddle and led them forward. 

Slowly the thick forest changed back to meadows, then to open grassland. 
After a week of hard riding, the grasslands ended suddenly in front of them. The 
land was bare, empty of grass or trees; only gray rock and brown dirt could be 
seen. 

“We will have to leave the horses here,” said Bregnest, unhappy. “We do not 
have enough food for them, and there is little or nothing that grows in the 
wasteland.” 

“T have spoken with them. They know where we are going,” Arconn replied. 
“They will remain close, waiting for our return.” 

“T hope their wait will be a short one,” said Skeld with a smile. 

The mood around camp that night was grim and solemn. Now that they were 
so close to their goal, everyone’s thoughts seemed to be on the danger that 
waited for them, a danger they could almost taste. Even Skeld found little to joke 
about so close to the wasteland of the dragon. 

“We should each add some dry wood to our bags,” said Thrang softly, taking 
his seat next to the fire. “We may need it before we return.” 

“A fire in the wasteland would be dangerous,” said Bregnest. “Though, with 
winter coming, we may have to risk it.” 

“And when we slay the dragon, we’ll need light to sort the hoard,” added 
Skeld in a positive tone. 

“Cold food from here to Varlo,” commented Halfdan, picking at his dinner. 


“Not a happy thought, even for Skeld.” 

“Tt need not all be cold,” said Arconn, glancing at Alex. “Our young wizard 
has learned to conjure up fire. If we use his magical fire only in daylight, we 
should be safe enough.” 

Alex smiled weakly. Since they’d left the dark forest, he had been practicing 
spells from his magic book. He was surprised how easy some of them seemed to 
be. One of the spells could conjure up a bright blue flame, and he was already 
good at working the magic. 

“We should rest,” said Bregnest. “Tomorrow we will gather wood and fill our 
water bags. Then we will begin our journey into the wastelands.” 

The next morning, Alex spent some time with Shahree. She didn’t seem to 
like the idea of being left behind. 

“Its only for a short time,” said Alex soothingly. “And Pl be happier 
knowing you’re safe. I know what you did for me in the dark forest, and I will 
return for you as soon as I can.” 

Shahree whinnied loudly and nuzzled Alex’s shoulder. His words seemed to 
pacify her, though he could still see a sad look in her eyes. 

They put their saddles inside their magic bags, letting the horses wander 
freely on the open grass. Arconn whispered something into each of the horses’ 
ears and they seemed to understand what he said. Then, with one look back, 
Alex and his friends walked into the wasteland of Varlo. 

Their road was not a difficult one to follow because no plants had grown over 
it. In fact, Alex couldn’t see anything growing at all in the wasteland around 
them. The land for miles around them appeared completely dead. Alex felt a 
great sadness inside as he walked through the barren and empty land. 

“Dragons usually destroy everything for miles around their lairs,” said Andy 
as he walked beside Alex. “It makes it difficult for anyone to sneak up on them.” 

“Like we’re trying to do,” replied Alex with a half-smile. 

“Tt has been many years since anyone has dared bother Slathbog’s rest,” said 
Skeld from in front of them. “Perhaps he has grown less watchful over time.” 

“And perhaps he has grown more,” replied Tayo, looking unhappy as he 
walked beside Skeld. 

“Tf he is watching, perhaps he will meet us on open ground,” said Skeld, with 
a note of hope in his voice. “That would be to our advantage.” 

“Why?” Alex asked, shifting his bag on his shoulder. 

“Slathbog will know the tunnels and ruins of Varlo well,” replied Skeld. “On 
open ground, our chances would improve.” 

“Time will not have made him so foolish,” said Tayo in a grim tone. “He will 
wait for us in a place of his choosing.” 


“Wherever he is, we will find him soon enough,” said Andy, sounding 
worried and nervous. 

They quit talking and continued to walk. The dead land seemed to press in on 
them, and their movements seemed loud in the overpowering silence. Alex 
caught himself looking at the road ahead several times, as if expecting to see the 
dragon waiting for them. He wasn’t the only one. They all seemed to be nervous 
and watchful, even though there was nothing to see for miles around. 

For three days they walked, but there was no sign of the dragon. At 
mealtimes, Alex would conjure up a bright blue fire for Thrang to cook on, 
putting it out as soon as the cooking was done. There was little talk as they 
traveled, and no laughter at all. On the fourth day into the wasteland, it began to 
rain softly, turning the road into a muddy stream. 

“We should turn south,” said Bregnest as they slipped and sloshed along the 
road. “We are near the city. If there is any truth to old Eric’s tale, we should look 
for it.” 

Alex knew that even if Slathbog knew about the secret passage and was 
watching the tunnel, a surprise attack was better than waiting for the dragon to 
find them. 

The next morning, they left the road, moving south and east through the 
empty fields. The fields were far muddier than the road had been and their 
progess slowed. It was hard work for them to keep moving forward, and they 
had to stop and rest several times during the day. 

As they made their way across the muddy fields, Alex thought that Varlo 
would have been a pretty land if not for the dragon. Low walls neatly divided the 
fields, and here and there the burnt stumps of what had once been orchards could 
still be seen. Alex spent the day thinking about how the land might have looked 
—before the dragon came. 

That night, the rain turned to snow but the fields did not freeze. The company 
continued to move south, slowed by both mud and snow. It was cold and wet, 
and even the hot meals Thrang prepared on Alex’s magical fire did little to warm 
them. Alex wondered how many more days they would have to trudge through 
the sloppy fields of an endless wasteland. 

As darkness closed in on the seventh day of their march, Alex heard running 
water. They soon came to a stream, moving swiftly over broken stones. In the 
stillness of the wasteland, the sound was incredibly loud. 

“This must be the stream the old man told us about,” said Thrang as they 
approached the water. “If ever a stream ran from a dragon’s lair, this is it.” 

Alex agreed. The water in the stream was a sickly pale green, and it looked 
oily. There was also the nasty smell of rotten fruit in the air, and it turned Alex’s 


stomach. Bregnest ordered them to make camp away from the stream so they 
wouldn’t have to sleep in the stench. Alex walked away from the stream, 
thinking that there had been some truth to Eric Von Tealo’s tale after all. Alex 
knew that soon they would have to find some way to enter the dragon’s lair. 

“We will follow this stream to the mountain,” Bregnest said the next morning. 
“Though I don’t think any of us like the idea of swimming in its filth to get 
inside the mountain.” 

“Perhaps the stream has worn away the stone and we will not need to swim,” 
said Skeld, a note of hope in his voice. 

With no other path or plan to follow, they walked beside the smelly stream 
toward the mountains. They marched all day and most of the next before finally 
reaching the mountainside. As they approached the mountain, they could clearly 
see a dark, partly caved-in tunnel next to the spot where the stream emerged. 
Their spirits lifted when they saw that Skeld’s hopes had come true. 

“We should rest,” said Bregnest as they gathered around the dark opening. 
“Tomorrow, we will seek our fate in the dragon’s den.” 

The weary adventurers nodded and began setting up camp. Alex conjured up 
fire for Thrang to cook on, but nobody except Skeld seemed to be hungry. 

“If I meet my end tomorrow, Pll do it on a full stomach,” Skeld said with a 
smile. 

Alex wandered around the camp feeling uneasy and nervous. He had felt all 
day that they were being watched. His companions must have felt the same way 
because they would often glance up at the mountain or out into the wasteland, 
looking for something that wasn’t there. 

As the sun sank into the west, its last rays broke free of the clouds. Alex 
watched the sunbeams with a smile because they lightened his worries and 
reminded him of the sunny meadows of the dark forest. Alex let his gaze follow 
the sunbeam’s path to the ground. Growing where the light hit the ground was 
the first plant he’d seen since entering the dragon’s wasteland. He looked at the 
plant in wonder and surprise for several minutes. Partly covered with snow, the 
small plant seemed odd and out of place growing in the hard soil. Brushing the 
snow away to get a better look, Alex caught his breath. The plant’s broad, dark 
green leaves were covered at the base with blood-red flecks—Dragon’s Bane. 
Alex was sure of it; he recognized it from Iownan’s book. 

As carefully as he could, Alex dug the rare plant out of the rocky soil. He 
filled a large empty sack with soil and gently placed the plant into it. The 
Dragon’s Bane looked like it was barely alive, and Alex feared it might die. He 
hoped it would not because the next morning they were going inside the 
dragon’s lair. He might need the plant and its healing powers soon. 


That night, as the rest of the company slept, Alex kept watch with Arconn. If 
the dragon caught them unawares and asleep, there would be no chance at all to 
fight or escape. 

As the darkness became complete, Alex felt a small twinge in his mind. It 
was more than his nervous feelings of being watched. There was something 
about his feelings that made them more real to him, something he couldn’t find a 
name for. He pondered on his feelings for several minutes, and then he spoke. 

“He is close,” Alex said softly to Arconn. “I can feel him.” 

“What?” 

“The dragon,” Alex replied. “I can feel him.” 

“You can sense what he is thinking?” Arconn asked in a slightly surprised 
tone. 

“Confusion. Dark thoughts. Hate, and a terrible longing for . . . for 
something.” 

“Turn your thoughts away,” Arconn warned. “If he sleeps, you may wake 
him. If he is awake, he may sense you and try to find you through your thoughts. 
His thoughts may drive you to madness.” 

“Madness,” Alex repeated softly. “That would be a good way of describing 
what I’m feeling.” For a moment, he felt like he was inside the dragon’s mind. 

“Close your mind to him,” Arconn warned again. “Think of happier things.” 

With some effort, Alex forced himself to think of other things. He focused his 
mind on the camp and Arconn sitting beside him in the darkness. 

“Are dragons mad?” Alex asked after a few minutes had passed. 

“T do not know what you mean by mad,” answered Arconn. “If you mean, are 
they mad like a man who does foolish things for no reason, I would say no. But 
there is something in them, something that drives them to be the way they are.” 

“You told me once that some dragons weren’t evil.” 

“That is true. Some of them are free of evil and greed. I have met only one 
that seemed to be free, and that was long ago.” 

“You were friendly with a dragon?” Alex questioned. 

“We spoke of many things, but I do not think I could call him a friend,” said 
Arconn softly as if remembering something from the distant past. 

“What happened to him?” 

“T do not know,” Arconn sighed. “Perhaps he found a place to live away from 
the known lands. Or perhaps he has simply hidden himself from all who seek 
him.” 

“Could Slathbog hide himself from us?” Alex asked. 

“T do not think so, but then, I do not know all the ways of dragons.” 

They sat in silence for a long time, looking into the darkness around them. 


“Go to sleep,” Arconn said eventually. “You will need your strength.” 

Alex walked to his tent, wondering if he would ever meet a dragon that was 
not evil, before he remembered that he had never met any dragons at all. That 
would change in the morning however, and he had to be prepared. 

He fell asleep with thoughts of an uncertain future filling his mind. 

mK OK OK 

Alex dreamt of dragons. Some of the dragons were good and kind, but most 
were evil. He dreamt of Slathbog as well, a great red monster that spoke to him 
the same way the wraiths had spoken to him. He knew Slathbog was lying to 
him, just like the wraiths had lied to him. In his dream, he was not tempted by 
Slathbog’s words, and Alex woke feeling a strange sort of comfort. 

As the sky began to grow light, it was clear that nobody had slept very much 
during the night. Everyone looked tired in the pale sunlight and worried about 
what they were going to do. The clouds had blown away during the night, and 
the dark cave beside the stream looked unpleasant to them all. 

Alex and his friends gathered around the small opening, preparing for what 
they had to do. His eyes fixed on the darkness in front of him and a shiver ran 
down his back. The darkness didn’t bother him, but the smell coming from the 
cave did. It was a nasty mix of rotten eggs and meat that had been left out too 
long, and it turned his stomach. Looking away, he tried to think of something 
happy, but nothing came to him. 

Everything that had happened to him in the past few months seemed like a 
dream, a dream that was fast becoming a nightmare. They had reached the goal 
of their great quest. Alex had thought this day would never come, and for a 
moment he wondered why he was here. 

“In we must go, or give up our quest,” said Bregnest in a grim tone. 

“To some this would seem foolish, but let us seek our fate and trust to luck,” 
Skeld added, looking as serious as Alex had ever seen him. 

Foolish, thought Alex. That was a good word for what they were about to do. 
Foolish or incredibly brave, he couldn’t decide which. It didn’t really matter 
though, because Alex knew he would go into the dark cave with his friends. He 
looked around at his seven companions and smiled. 

They all checked their weapons, nervously gripping them as if fearing the 
dragon would attack at any moment. Alex drew Moon Slayer from his side and 
the pale winter light glimmered bright blue on its sharp edges. He could feel the 
sword’s power enter him, but it was not as violent as before. He knew he would 
not feel the burning heat until his enemy was much closer. 

“A single torch,” Bregnest ordered as he bent down to look into the cave. “We 
will need some light, even if it proves fatal.” 


Thrang quickly retrieved a torch from his bag. Lighting it with a word, he 
handed the torch to Bregnest. 

Bregnest took a deep breath, looked around at the company, and then slipped 
into the cave. Arconn followed him with Thrang right behind him. 

“After you, master wizard,” said Skeld with a brave smile. “Perhaps your luck 
will flow behind you and I may catch some of it.” 

Alex smiled and followed Thrang into the darkness. The smell was even 
worse inside the cave, and the floor seemed to be covered with slime. He slipped 
slightly and touched the wall to balance himself, discovering the walls were also 
covered with greenish slime. 

“The dragon’s filth is all around us,” said Thrang in a hushed whisper. 

“Silence,” Bregnest whispered back. 

Alex could see Bregnest’s worried face in the torchlight ahead of him. He 
knew they needed to surprise the dragon if they could, and the smallest sound 
might mean their doom. As quietly as he could, Alex moved forward with his 
friends, keeping close to the slimy wall. The idea of slipping and falling into the 
dirty stream was far worse than touching the filth on the wall beside him. 

They moved along the tunnel slowly, quietly. The water rushed past them, 
covering any noises they made, including the sound of their breathing. 
Fortunately, the path was level and fairly wide, running straight into the heart of 
the mountain. 

To Alex, time seemed to crawl by, but in the darkness, it was difficult to tell. 
Bregnest’s torch moved forward, its light flickering against the walls. With every 
step, Alex became more nervous, sure they would emerge in the dragon’s lair. 
Suddenly the torch stopped, and he could see Bregnest motion for the company 
to gather around. 

“We are close,” Bregnest whispered so softly that Alex wasn’t sure if he’d 
heard him or only imagined it. “There is no light ahead. I don’t know what that 
means.” 

Alex remembered what Arconn had told him about dragons, how their fire 
made them glow in the darkness. The fact there was no glow from in front of 
them meant Slathbog wasn’t there. And if Slathbog wasn’t there, where was he? 

Bregnest shifted nervously, looking around at the darkness. He seemed to be 
thinking the same thing as Alex, and was just as unsure of his answer. Slowly he 
began to move forward, holding the torch high above his head. The others stayed 
close behind him, moving quietly along the passage. 

They finally came to a wide set of stairs, and Alex knew that these would lead 
into the great hall of Varlo. This was where they had hoped to find Slathbog. 
They moved forward in pairs: Arconn beside Bregnest, Thrang beside Alex. The 


deep darkness and quiet was almost painful, and Alex would have welcomed the 
dragon, if only to break the silence. Then they would no longer have to wonder 
and worry about where he was. 

When they reached the top of the stairs, two things happened at once. For a 
second, the torchlight blazed, reflecting back at them from thousands of gold and 
silver objects in the hall. And then the torch went out. 

“Inferno,” Thrang commanded in the darkness. The torch sputtered and died 
once more. “Inferno,” he tried again, but the torch would not stay lit. 

“This is some dragon’s spell,” Thrang muttered. “What do we do?” 

There was no time to answer his question. A sudden crash in the tunnel 
behind them made them jump. Alex felt the touch of the dragon in his mind. 
Slathbog had found them. 

“Cunning worm,” spat Halfdan. “He must have seen us entering, and now we 
are boxed in. He can attack us at his leisure.” 

“And in this darkness, we can’t find our way out of his lair,’ Thrang 
complained. 

“We must do something,” said Bregnest urgently. “If we wait here for the 
dragon to return, we are doomed.” 

“Just a moment,” said Alex, slipping Moon Slayer back into its scabbard. “I 
think I remember something that might help.” 

“If you can do anything at all, do it quickly,” Arconn urged. “We have little 
time before the dragon returns.” 

Alex moved forward in the darkness, softly speaking the magic words he had 
learned from his book. He focused all his thoughts on remembering the brightly 
lit caves of the dwarf city as he worked his spell. He raised his hands to shoulder 
level as he forced the magic out of himself and into the darkness. He felt 
suddenly weak once he had finished speaking the words, but he was happy to see 
his spell had worked. 

Hundreds of torches and lamps around the chamber, including the torch in 
Thrang’s hands, sprang to life. Their bright flames were reflected a thousand 
times over by the vast piles of treasure that filled the gigantic hall. Alex and his 
friends stood still for a moment, dumbstruck by the incredible size of Slathbog’s 
hoard. Alex had thought his payment from Umbar was large, but it was a drop in 
a bucket compared to what he saw before him. 

“Quickly,” said Arconn, regaining his thoughts faster than the others. “We 
must find a better place than this to face the dragon.” 

At the sound of Arconn’s voice, they began to struggle forward through the 
piles of treasure blocking their way. The hall was much larger than Alex had first 
thought, and it took some time to make their way across it. When they finally 


reached the far side of the hall, they found a wide staircase leading up into the 
ruined city. 

“If we can catch Slathbog where he thinks we won’t be, we have a chance,” 
said Bregnest, breathing hard. 

“And if he catches us in a narrow passage, we are as good as done,” Tayo 
commented darkly. “Higher up in the ruins would be better than here.” 

Bregnest didn’t wait for any more discussion, turning quickly and starting up 
the stairs. The stairway was slick with greenish slime, but they all reached the 
top without falling. Bregnest rushed down another passageway, and then up 
another set of stairs. Alex noticed that all the torches in Varlo were burning 
brightly, and he hoped it was because of his spell and not some magic of 
Slathbog’s. 

Hurrying through the castle, looking for a good spot to ambush the dragon, he 
had little time to worry. Alex knew that Tayo was right: If Slathbog caught them 
in a narrow passageway, one blast of flame would finish them all. 

“Here,” said Bregnest, entering a wide hall after the third long stairway. “This 
is as good a spot as any we will find.” 

The others nodded, too breathless to speak. Bregnest ordered them to various 
places in the hall, each man well out of sight of the main entrance. If Slathbog 
was hasty in his return, they would be able to take him by surprise. 

“Behind this pillar, Alex,” said Bregnest, pointing. “When the dragon comes, 
be careful of his wings. The edges are like razors and can cut clean through a 
man if hit squarely. And remember, do not look into Slathbog’s eyes for any 
reason.” 

Bregnest rushed off to take his own hiding place. Alex leaned against the 
pillar, trying to catch his breath while listening for any sound of the dragon’s 
return but all he could hear was the ragged breathing of his friends. 

Minutes passed and everyone’s breathing grew softer until Alex could hear 
the torches burning on the walls. The waiting was painful, as every ear strained 
to hear the slightest sound of Slathbog’s return. 

Alex started to think there must be some other passageway the dragon could 
use. If so, Slathbog would be able to come at them from behind, and that would 
surely mean their death. Alex glanced nervously toward the main doorway they 
had come through. He hadn’t seen any other hallway on their journey here that 
looked large enough for a dragon, so he tried not to worry. 

Alex’s thoughts were broken by a sudden, terrible sound. A roar of pure fury 
as Slathbog descended through the ruins of Varlo to his hoard. The floor under 
Alex’s feet shook with the dragon’s rage. 

It wasn’t long before Alex heard a loud scraping noise coming closer as 


Slathbog’s armored skin ground against the walls of the passageway. Alex felt 
nervous and afraid because it sounded like Slathbog was enormous. Shaking 
slightly, he drew Moon Slayer from his side and prepared to meet his destiny. 

As soon as the sword was in his hand, he felt the power of the sword enter, 
the heat growing fast in his chest. Strange flames of happiness filled Alex’s 
mind, consuming his fears and worries. It felt as though the sword was excited to 
meet the dragon, almost longing for the battle to begin. It was a wonderful 
feeling, and at the same time terrible and frightening. 

A huge ball of flame shot through the chamber doors. Slathbog had arrived. 
The fireball hit the wall behind Alex and his friends, scattering bits of burning 
plaster and rock around the chamber. Everyone held their positions, waiting for 
Bregnest’s order to attack. 

Slathbog entered the chamber with a cloud of smoke and flame around him. 
He rushed wildly to his hoard, blind to his surroundings, afraid his enemies were 
already stealing his wealth. 

“Attack!” Bregnest yelled, rushing forward with his two-handed sword. 

Alex stepped from behind the pillar, sword at the ready, but then stopped, 
staring up at the dragon. Slathbog was a creature of incredible beauty and power, 
and Alex stood frozen at the sight of the great red dragon. 

Bregnest’s sword clanged loudly against Slathbog’s hind leg, but it bounced 
off the hard scales, causing no real harm. Arconn’s arrows snapped against 
Slathbog’s long neck, unable to pierce the metallic red flesh. Halfdan rushed in 
with his ax. Swinging with all his strength, he struck at Slathbog’s side, but he 
might as well have attacked the wall for all the good it did. 

Slathbog faced his attackers, his great tail swinging around, forcing Halfdan 
to retreat. The tail hit the pillar next to Alex. The force of the impact knocked 
Alex off his feet, but it also broke the thoughts holding him motionless. Jumping 
up, Alex ran forward and slashed at the dragon’s tail. Unlike Bregnest’s sword 
and Halfdan’s ax, Moon Slayer cut a deep gash in Slathbog’s tail, spraying Alex 
with burning hot dragon blood. 

Slathbog roared in pain. Alex moved to attack again. Ignoring the others, 
Slathbog faced Alex. As the beast turned, Alex could hear a strange hissing 
noise. It sounded like some kind of language, but the words were too quick and 
Alex couldn’t understand them. 

The dragon moved slowly toward him, and Alex looked around at the others, 
hoping they could distract Slathbog from his deadly mission. His friends were 
frozen in place, unmoving. Alex guessed the strange hissing he heard had been 
one of Slathbog’s spells. 

“You have come far, little one,” Slathbog hissed at Alex. “I hope you have 


enjoyed your journey, as it will be your last.” 

“I have enjoyed my journey, and I will enjoy many more,” answered Alex, in 
a voice he hoped sounded braver than he felt. 

Slathbog let out a low laugh and continued to move forward. 

“T will enjoy killing you,” said Slathbog, stopping a short distance in front of 
Alex. “It has been a long time since any have dared approach me. Once you are 
gone, none will ever seek me again.” 

Alex could feel the fire of his magic sword burning inside him, but he did not 
raise Moon Slayer to strike at the dragon. Instead of attacking the monster in 
front of him, he did the one thing he’d been told not to do for any reason: Alex 
looked into the dragon’s eyes. 

Everything around him melted away like mist until all he could see was the 
dragon. Slathbog seemed to freeze as well, still and silent, as he and Alex looked 
deeply into each other’s eyes and minds. 

Alex could clearly see the dragon’s thoughts and his lust for carnage and 
destruction. All Slathbog wanted was to hoard wealth and cause pain. There 
were no happy thoughts in Slathbog’s mind. Alex saw, though, that there was a 
terrible longing for happiness inside of Slathbog because joy was the one desire 
the dragon did not know how to fill. Looking deeper, Alex saw something he had 
not expected. Fear was at the center of Slathbog’s mind and heart—fear of Alex 
and his friends, fear that he would lose his hoard, and fear that his evil was at an 
end. 

Alex felt Slathbog’s fear working through the dragon’s heart and mind. He 
realized he was stronger than Slathbog. He knew he and his friends would claim 
the dragon’s hoard. He also knew, without a doubt, that Slathbog was about to 
die. 

In a rage of anger and hate, Slathbog coiled, preparing to throw himself at 
Alex. Slathbog would crush his enemy, even if it meant his own death, but as his 
fear took hold of him, the spell over Alex’s friends was broken. 

Tayo suddenly charged at the dragon with a wild yell, driving his long spear 
into Slathbog’s side. The spear sank into Slathbog’s body where his great wing 
met his coiled body. 

Slathbog roared in pain, flexing his wings wildly. One wing caught Tayo in 
the chest, knocking him across the chamber. Slathbog turned away from Alex, 
trying to dislodge Tayo’s spear. Alex saw his chance. Raising Moon Slayer, he 
ran forward, driving the sword into Slathbog’s side just behind his front leg. A 
second, even more terrible roar filled the hall, followed by mad thrashing as 
Slathbog struggled to free himself from the burning sword in his side. 

Alex held onto his sword with all his strength. Hot dragon blood covered him, 


but Alex continued to drive his sword deeper into Slathbog’s body. He could feel 
the power of Moon Slayer working inside of him, and he felt like he was on fire. 
His heart filled with a terrible joy more powerful than anything he had ever felt 
before, and he almost laughed out loud. 

Then as suddenly as it had started, it was over. Slathbog lay motionless at 
Alex’s feet. The fire that had burned inside of Alex was cooling. He pulled his 
sword from Slathbog’s body, feeling that at last he had done something worthy 
of praise and honor. 

The others stood dumbfounded, looking at Alex who was covered in dragon’s 
blood. Skeld finally broke the silence. 

“Tayo,” he cried, rushing to their fallen comrade. “Tayo, are you still alive?” 

Tayo mumbled something unintelligible. They crowded around their friend, 
not knowing what—if anything—they could do to help him. 

“Help me wash this filth off,” Alex said, thinking quickly. “And boil some 
water.” 

The others sprang into action. Bregnest and Arconn helped Alex wash off 
most of the dragon’s blood that covered him. Thrang quickly lit a fire and started 
water boiling. Skeld, Halfdan, and Andy tended to Tayo, trying to make him as 
comfortable as possible. 

Alex knelt at Tayo’s side, dripping wet and white-faced. Tayo’s cut was 
shallow, but his face was already deathly pale. The edges of his wound seemed 
bumed from the heat of the dragon, and Alex worried the wound might be 
poisoned. 

Thrang brought the boiling water over as Alex retrieved the Dragon’s Bane 
from his bag. To his surprise, the plant seemed to have grown overnight. 
Carefully, he plucked two of the dark green and red leaves and crushed them in 
his hands. The fresh leaves crumbled into powder as he rubbed his hands 
together, and Alex carefully added them to the boiling water. 

The fresh, clean smell of springtime filled the hall, bringing hope to Alex’s 
heart. Taking a clean rag from his bag, Alex began cleaning Tayo’s wound with 
the mixture he’d made. 

“What is this plant?” Arconn asked, looking at the small plant Alex had set 
aside. 

“Tt’s called Dragon’s Bane,” answered Alex, without looking away from 
Tayo. “I found it yesterday, just outside our camp.” 

When Alex had finished, Skeld stitched Tayo’s wound closed and put a 
dressing on it. 

Alex retrieved Iownan’s book from his bag and started flipping through the 
pages. He asked Thrang to boil some more water. 


“Do we have black tea, milk, and honey?” Alex asked the others hopefully. 

“Plenty of honey, but very little milk,” said Thrang, retrieving the items from 
his bag. 

“We only need a little,” Alex replied, taking the milk and honey from Thrang. 

“T only have green tea, will that do?” Thrang said. 

“T have some black tea,” said Halfdan, quickly reaching for his own magic 
bag. 

Alex sat down beside the fire Thrang had started and brewed the black tea 
from Halfdan. He crushed two more Dragon’s Bane leaves and added them to 
the tea along with the milk and honey. He checked his book to make sure he was 
doing everything right, muttering the spell that went along with the potion that 
he was trying to make. When he had finished, he returned to Tayo, a full cup of 
the potion in his hands. 

“He needs to drink this,” said Alex, looking at the others nervously. 

“Let me,” said Skeld, holding out his hands for the cup. “I’ve force-fed 
sleeping men before.” 

Alex handed Skeld the potion. Skeld forced Tayo’s mouth open and held his 
nose. Halfdan sat on Tayo’s legs, while Skeld used his knees to pin Tayo’s arms 
down. Then Skeld carefully but forcefully poured the tea into Tayo’s mouth. 

Tayo coughed a little as he swallowed, but did not open his eyes. Alex 
thought he saw some color return to Tayo’s face, but couldn’t be sure. “All we 
can do now is wait,” he said. 

“Do not be sad,” said Skeld with a faint smile. “Tayo knew this might happen, 
yet still he came.” 

“We all knew that this might happen,” Bregnest added. “Few were as 
prepared for it as Tayo.” 

“He’s not dead yet,” Alex said loudly, an angry edge in his voice. 

“You are correct, my friend,’ agreed Arconn, putting a hand on Alex’s 
shoulder. “And we all hope for his recovery, but dragon wounds are deadly. Even 
your growing skill with magic may not be enough to cure him.” 

Alex nodded, feeling sadness dragging him down like a great weight hanging 
around his neck. Even his companions’ happiness about the treasure that was 
theirs did not cheer him, nor did their retelling of how he slew the dragon. He 
remembered Tayo’s interest in the wall between life and death, but, unlike 
Bregnest and Skeld, Alex did not think Tayo was prepared to meet death. If 
anything, he thought Tayo feared the wall and what was beyond it. 

Alex’s sorrow changed to anger as he looked at Slathbog’s dead body on the 
chamber floor. Tayo had saved his life, attacking when he did. Tayo had made it 
possible for him to destroy Slathbog without losing his own life in the battle. 


Now Alex could do nothing for Tayo but wait to see if his friend would live or 
die. Slathbog and his evil were to blame for all of this, and as Alex thought about 
it, his anger began to burn inside of him. 

Alex stood up, a deadly rage growing inside of him as he walked toward the 
smoldering body of the dragon. His anger was hotter than the power of his magic 
sword had ever been. All he could think about was his hate for Slathbog and his 
evil. The others were focused on Tayo and did not see the terrible look of pure 
rage on Alex’s face. They could not feel the great sorrow he was feeling. 

“Inferno!” Alex screamed, his feelings pouring out of him with the word, his 
eyes fixed on the body of the dragon. 

Slathbog’s dead body instantly burst into blue-white flames, lighting the 
entire chamber. There was no noise or smoke as Slathbog incinerated in the 
intense heat of Alex’s anger. The rest of the company watched with open mouths 
and wide eyes as Alex walked back to them and dropped to the ground beside 
Tayo. 


chapter eighteen 


The Wall 


Days passed but Tayo remained unchanged. If anything he was growing even 
more pale and weak, and Alex would seldom leave his side for any reason. The 
rest of the company spent their time sorting through the dragon’s hoard. When 
they returned in the evenings, they would tell Alex about the vast piles of 
treasure they had searched through and the wonderful things they had found. 
Alex smiled at their stories, but a deep sorrow had settled inside of him, and he 
wondered if he would ever feel happy again. 

Sometimes Andy would sit with Alex at night, watching Tayo, worried and 
troubled. After the third night of Andy’s vigil, Alex asked him what was wrong. 

“There is a custom among adventurers of our land that if one saves another, 
there is a debt of honor,” Andy said. “The debt can only be repaid in one of two 
ways. Either the adventurer in debt—or a member of his family—must save the 
life of the honor holder, or a member of the family in debt must offer the honor 
holder their share in the primary treasure collected on another adventure.” Andy 
looked down at Tayo’s pale face. “My family owes Tayo a debt of honor,” he 
said softly. “Long ago he saved my father’s life, and we have not been able to 
repay him.” 

“Tayo is the honor holder, and you fear he will die before you can repay him,” 
said Alex, feeling Andy’s sorrow. 

“Tt is more than that,” said Andy, his eyes remaining on Tayo. “If the debt is 
not repaid, my family will lose honor forever. A black mark will be placed 
against us in the records of our land.” 

“He has not crossed the wall yet,” said Alex, trying to sound hopeful. 

“But he is near it,” Andy replied. “I had hoped to repay my father’s debt on 
this adventure. But I fear I have failed.” 

Alex could see by the troubled look on Andy’s face that the idea of losing 
both Tayo and his family’s honor were of great concern to him. 

The next day, Arconn forced Alex to come up into the sunlit ruins of Varlo 
with him. The fresh air was pleasant, but the cold winter sun did little to warm 
the desolate city or to burn away Alex’s sadness. 

“T fear Tayo is moving toward the wall,” said Arconn, looking at Alex. “I do 
not think I can call him back.” 

“Would you try?” 


“Not willingly,” replied Arconn, looking over the ruined city. “Though I have 
nothing to fear at the wall, I do not wish to see the shadowlands again.” 

Alex remembered his talks with Calysto and what had happened when she 
had called him back from the wall. He had not shared the details of the 
experience with his friends, but he understood Arconn’s words and feelings. 

“How long will the dragon’s wasteland last?” Alex questioned, changing the 
subject. 

“With Slathbog dead and reduced to ashes, his hold over the land will begin 
to fade,” answered Arconn. “The fields will turn green again this spring, I 
think.” 

“T would like to see that,” said Alex, looking across the bleak and empty 
lands. 

“You may have the chance,” said Arconn. “The treasure is far greater than 
even legend says. It will be some time before it is all sorted and divided. Plus, 
with so much snow, it would be difficult for us to travel anywhere.” Arconn 
nodded to the three feet of snow that covered the ground. 

“Has anyone found the crystal of the White Tower yet?” Alex asked, a strange 
thought forming in his mind. 

“Not yet. Though it has only been four days.” 

“T will come and look for it,” said Alex, his thoughts taking a definite shape. 

“A noble task, though dangerous. Perhaps more for you than any of the 
others.” 

“What’s an adventure without a little danger?” said Alex, laughing grimly. 

That afternoon, after checking on Tayo, Alex went with the others to search 
Slathbog’s hoard. While the others were happy that he was doing something 
besides watching Tayo, Arconn was nervous and worried. 

“T believe I know what you are thinking,” said Arconn, as he helped Alex sort 
through a large pile of treasure. “I should warn you that the crystal might show 
you things you do not wish to see.” 

“T have already seen things I have not wanted to see,” Alex replied. “I will 
risk seeing more, if it will help me find the answers I need.” 

“Then I will do all I can to help you,” said Arconn in a firm tone, but his 
worried look remained. 

The two of them searched through the hoard, seeking the treasure Iownan had 
asked them to return. Alex quickly realized the search could take weeks—weeks 
he did not have if he wanted to save Tayo. The great chamber was larger than he 
remembered and every corner was covered with treasure of some kind. 

They searched for three more days, and Alex grew more worried and troubled 
as each day passed. Tayo had started coughing in the night; his time was running 


out. Skeld said something about him traveling to the other side, and the others all 
seemed sad and depressed. Alex knew that if he didn’t find the crystal—and the 
answers it held—soon, it would be too late to help Tayo. 

As the rest of the company moved around the great hall, sorting different 
treasures into different piles or carrying it up to the first hall to be sorted, Alex 
sat down on a pile of gold coins. He was beginning to lose hope of finding the 
crystal in time, and as his hope fell, so did his mood. 

Rubbing his knuckles into his eyes, Alex wondered if Slathbog had known 
what the crystal was. Would he have put it someplace special? Or would the 
crystal have been just one more treasure to keep hidden in his dark home? 

Alex looked up at the pile of treasure in front of him. He shook his head; it 
was more like a small mountain of treasure. It would take him weeks to sort 
through it all, even with everyone’s help. It was hopeless to think he could find 
the crystal in time. 

Dropping his head into his hands, Alex felt despair wash over him. He was 
lost in a sea of treasure, and trying to find the one single item he needed more 
than anything else appeared to be an impossible task. 

“T need to find it,” Alex whispered in frustration. “I need to find it before time 
runs out for Tayo.” 

Looking back at the mountain of gold in front of him, Alex wondered if there 
was some magic spell that would help him find the Oracle’s crystal. He didn’t 
remember anything from his studies, and he shook his head in frustration. He 
started to turn away from the pile of treasure when something caught his eye. 

At the very top of the massive pile of wealth a strange ball of light glittered 
brightly. Alex knew the ball was only reflecting the torches around the hall, but 
it was amazing to look at just the same. The ball of light had not been there a 
moment ago—he was sure of that—but now it was as clear as the sun on a 
cloudless day. 

Alex climbed the mound in front of him, slipping and sliding as the loose 
treasure moved under him. He kept his eyes fixed on the crystal as he climbed, 
afraid it might vanish as suddenly as it had appeared. 

Stretching up and forward, Alex grasped the globe of light with both hands. It 
was feather-light in his hands despite its large size. Carefully lowering himself 
into a sitting position, he looked into the depths of the crystal. There was no time 
to worry about what might happen to him or what he might see. 

What had been a glowing, fiery surface turned milky white. Alex stared into 
the crystal, willing it to show him what he desperately needed to know. The orb 
seemed to come alive with a thousand tiny sparks, and then the face of Iownan 
appeared, smiling at him from far away, giving him hope. 


Alex concentrated on the crystal as Iownan’s face faded away, replaced by 
others he did not know. The faces started changing faster and faster. Alex’s eyes 
began to water, but he did not blink, afraid of breaking the spell. Somehow he 
knew if he could hold on long enough, the crystal would show him the answers 
he was looking for. 

Alex didn’t know how much time had passed before he felt Arconn’s touch 
on his shoulder. 

“Alex? Alex, are you all right?” 

“Pm fine,” said Alex, drawing a deep breath and blinking several times to 
clear his vision. 

“I see you’ve found what you were looking for,” commented Arconn, 
pointing at the crystal in Alex’s hands. 

“And it has shown me what I need to know,” replied Alex, standing up and 
carefully climbing down the pile of treasure with Arconn’s help. 

“Then you must use what you have learned,” said Arconn. “I do not think 
Tayo will last another night.” 

“Quickly then,” said Alex, hurrying across the chamber floor. 

As they were leaving the great hall, Alex handed the crystal of Iownan to 
Bregnest and hurried past without explanation, ignoring the surprised looks from 
his friends. 

“I’m going to call him back,” said Alex, as he and Arconn climbed the stairs 
out of the great hall. “Either that, or help him to cross the wall.” 

“Tt will be dangerous,” Arconn warned, looking worried. “It has not been long 
since you almost crossed the wall yourself. What lies beyond will call to you 
again, and you are not a trained healer.” 

“T will be fine,” replied Alex, smiling at Arconn in a reassuring way. “I know 
what to expect, and I know how to get back.” 

When they reached Tayo, Alex knelt at his friend’s side. He picked up Tayo’s 
right hand with both of his. He paused for a moment, preparing his thoughts for 
what he was about to do. He knew it was dangerous and possibly even foolish, 
but he also knew he had to try. Somehow, he already knew he would be safe. 

“If it looks like you are fading, I will break your hold,” said Arconn in a 
determined tone. 

“There will be no need, my friend,” Alex replied confidently. “I will be safe.” 

Arconn nodded. He looked worried sitting there in the torchlight, but Alex 
had no more time to reassure him. He took a deep breath and focused his 
thoughts. 

“Tayo,” he called softly. “Tayo.” 

It happened faster than Alex expected. Suddenly he felt himself leaving the 


torchlit chamber, even though he knew he was still sitting next to Arconn. He 
was walking up a gray, grass-covered hill, a soft breeze blowing in his hair. At 
the top of the hill, Tayo stood as still as a statue. Alex was surprised that Tayo 
had waited on the hill for so long. 

“Why do you wait here, my friend?” Alex asked, walking up beside Tayo. 

“The Oracle told me to wait for a sign,” Tayo replied, not looking at Alex. 

“What sign?” 

“T do not know,” said Tayo in a dreamy voice. “I had hoped she would give 
me a sign, but she has not.” 

“Who?” Alex questioned, watching Tayo’s face as he spoke. 

“She who waits beyond the wall,” answered Tayo, raising his hand and 
pointing down the hill to the stone wall below them. 

Alex looked and saw a woman standing on the far side of the wall. He 
wondered who she might be and why she was waiting for Tayo. At first he 
thought he should ask Tayo who the woman was, but then quickly changed his 
mind. 

“Wait here,” commanded Alex. 

He turned away from Tayo and walked slowly down the hill to the wall. He 
felt slightly nervous, remembering the last time he had been this close to the 
wall. But this time, he felt like he knew what he was doing. This time, he had a 
different reason for being here. 

As Alex approached the wall he could see the woman more clearly. She was 
tall, with long dark hair that hung loosely around her face. She was pretty, and 
although she was smiling at Alex, there were tears in her eyes. 

“Do you wait for Tayo?” Alex asked the woman when he reached the wall. 

“T do,” she answered in a voice that sounded far away. 

“Why do you not call to him? Or show some sign?” 

“Tt is not his time,” she said, her eyes leaving Alex and returning to Tayo. 

“Then why do you not send him back?” 

“Because I long to speak with him again,” she replied in a desperate, longing 
voice. 

“T will speak to him for you—if you will allow me to.” 

The woman slowly looked away from Tayo once more, her eyes resting on 
Alex. Her smile faded and she looked lost and confused. 

“You would . . . you would do that for me?” she asked in disbelief. 

“For you, and for my friend Tayo, who has waited here for many days.” 

The woman smiled, as if Alex had given her more than she had ever dared to 
hope for. Tears of joy ran down her face as her eyes returned to Tayo. 

“Will you tell him that his time is not yet, but that Elsa waits for him,” she 


said. “Tell him I do not blame him for what happened, or for him not being there 
when I crossed the wall. Please tell him that he should seek life and happiness 
while he remains beyond the wall.” 

“T will tell him for you, Elsa,” said Alex, bowing to the woman. 

“Bless you, friend of Tayo,” replied Elsa, smiling and bowing to Alex. 

Without saying anything more, Elsa turned away, walking back into the 
shadowlands. She vanished from sight before Alex could even look away. 

Alex turned away from the wall. He could feel the call of the shadowlands 
behind him, pulling at him as he walked away, but he did not look back. He 
slowly climbed up the hill to where Tayo waited. When he reached his friend, he 
took Tayo’s hand in his own. 

“Elsa sends word,” Alex said softly. 

Tayo turned to look at Alex for the first time. Tears poured down his rugged 
face as Alex gave him Elsa’s message. 

“I... I was away when she died,” said Tayo. “She had been sick, but she was 
getting better. She said I should go on the adventure, and I foolishly went.” 

“There was no way for you to know she would die,” said Alex. 

“What kind of man would leave his sick wife to go on an adventure?” asked 
Tayo. 

“You are not to blame for what happened to Elsa.” 

“Perhaps not, but I should have been there for her,” Tayo said. “I should have 
stayed home until I was sure she was well. If I’d been there she might have 
lived. She might still be in the world of light.” 

“Let go,” Alex whispered. “Let go of your anger and doubts. It is the past, 
and hating the choice you made will not change what happened.” 

“T should have stayed,” Tayo murmured. 

“Come,” said Alex, taking Tayo by the arm. “You have been here too long, 
and your friends are worried about you.” 

Tayo allowed Alex to turn him away from the shadowlands and lead him 
down the far side of the hill. Neither of them spoke as they walked, and Alex did 
not look at Tayo. 

The gray lands slowly faded around them and Alex could see the glimmering 
light of the torches growing brighter. 

“Alex?” he heard Bregnest say his name softly, nervous and worried. 

Alex opened his eyes and looked into the faces of his friends. 

They had gathered around Tayo and himself. Each of them looked worried, 
even afraid, and Alex understood why. 

“Tayo,” Alex called softly. “Tayo, can you hear me?” 

“Yes,” answered Tayo in a quiet and tired voice. 


“Would you like something to eat?” Alex asked. 

“Yes, I am hungry,” Tayo answered weakly, opening his eyes to look around. 
“T feel as if I haven’t eaten in days.” 

“That’s because you haven’t,” said Skeld with a laugh as tears of happiness 
filled his eyes. “We thought you were going to leave us, now that the dragon is 
dead and his hoard is ours.” 

“What?” Tayo blinked several times. “The dragon is dead?” 

Alex leaned close and spoke a few words into Tayo’s ear. Then, leaning back 
and looking into Tayo’s eyes, he simply said, “Remember.” 

For a moment, Tayo looked puzzled, but as the memories flooded back, he 
burst into tears. The others quickly busied themselves around the chamber, not 
wanting to embarrass Tayo by seeing his outburst of emotion. As Alex turned to 
move away, Tayo caught his arm. 

“T am forever in your debt,” he said through his tears. “I can never repay your 
kindness.” 

“Your happiness will be payment enough,” replied Alex with a smile, and 
walked over to see what Thrang was cooking. 

mK OK OK 

Over the next several days, Tayo’s spirits and health improved greatly. He 
would laugh and joke with the rest of the company at mealtimes, and would 
often outdo even Skeld with his joking ways. 

“I do not doubt your power, master wizard,” Skeld said to Alex one night. 
“But are you sure you’ve brought back the right man?” 

They all laughed loudly at Skeld’s question, and Alex realized his own sad 
feelings had melted away with Tayo’s recovery. 

Their days were filled with the toil of sorting and dividing treasure, and 
enjoying the happiness of completing their quest. They had already moved a 
large amount of the treasure into the first hall above the great hall to be sorted, 
but there were still mountains of treasure left. 

“Let’s all just pick a spot and start filling our bags,” said Skeld one night after 
a long day of sorting. “It will be winter again before we get through all of this.” 

“T never thought I’d hear Skeld say he was tired of counting treasure,” said 
Tayo, slapping the back of Skeld’s head as he walked behind him. 

“Now I am sure you brought back the wrong man,” said Skeld, looking at 
Alex and laughing hysterically. 

Weeks passed and finally they were able to start dividing the treasure into 
individual piles for each of them. Alex noticed that his pile seemed to be 
growing quickly and one night at dinner, he asked Bregnest about it. 

“Well,” Bregnest began in his businesslike tone, “three shares for being a 


wizard, two for being a warrior, and one for killing the dragon, of course.” 

“But I did not sign on as a wizard or a warrior,” Alex said loudly, but with a 
smile. “I signed on—as you know very well—as a first-time adventurer.” 

“Yes,” Bregnest agreed. “However, I have modified the Bargain to take 
certain events into consideration. This is my right, as your leader. You would not 
break the agreement, would you?” 

“Tt is your right,” said Alex, his smile fading. “However, I ask that you not 
change the agreement. I have gained much more than treasure on this adventure, 
and feel that I have already been very well paid.” 

Bregnest looked stern for a moment, but then he smiled and laughed out loud. 

“Very well, as you seem so determined to give your treasure away. Hear what 
I say concerning the division of this trea-sure.” Bregnest spoke loudly so the 
entire company could hear him. “That portion of the treasure which has already 
been divided will remain as it is. From now on we will return to the original 
agreement, by which young Master Taylor will receive two shares out of 
twenty.” 

Alex smiled, but Bregnest went on. 

“Also, I will use my right as leader to insist that anything which cannot be 
divided equally go into our young friend’s share. Further, I will insist that all 
rewards from the six remaining lost bags he carries will be his alone. I will insist 
on this, in spite of his desire to share his treasure with the rest of us. How say 
you all?” 

A great cheer went up from the group, and though Alex was not entirely 
comfortable having so much treasure given to him, he nodded his acceptance to 
Bregnest. 

“Also,” said Bregnest, holding up his hands for silence. “I would ask that 
Alex accept the honor of carrying the crystal of the White Tower back to the 
Oracle. Will you accept this honor?” 

“T will,” Alex said, bowing. 

The rest of the company cheered again as Bregnest handed the crystal of 
Iownan to Alex. Alex carefully placed the crystal, wrapped in a blue velvet 
cloth, in his bag and bowed to Bregnest once more. 

Sorting the treasure had taken months and dividing it was taking weeks more. 
As they continued working, Alex noticed that all the crowns, necklaces, scepters, 
and other items that were obviously one of a kind were added to his pile. Once 
again he protested to Bregnest, but Bregnest simply smiled slyly. 

“Well, they are all of different values and cannot be divided equally,” he said. 

Alex tried to argue, but in the end he was forced to accept all of the items as 
part of his share, though he remained unhappy about it. 


When they had finally divided the hoard and were ready to start transferring it 
to their magic bags, Andy asked the company to gather by his pile. He looked 
serious, though he smiled at Alex when he stepped up with the rest of the 
company. 

“Tayo Blackman,” Andy began. “You hold the honor of my family. I wish to 
repay the debt my family owes to you.” 

“How will you repay?” Tayo questioned, stepping forward. 

“As payment, I offer you my share of this adventure’s 
primary treasure.” 

“Do you do this of your own free will?” 

“T do.” 

“T will accept only part of what you offer,” said Tayo, bowing to Andy. “Let 
all here know that the debt of honor owed to myself is now paid by Anders 
Goodseed. Will you all witness that it is so?” 

“We will,” six voices replied. 

“Then witness what I accept, and know that the debt of honor is paid.” 

The company watched as Tayo removed a small amount of treasure from 
Andy’s pile and added it to his own. 

“The debt is paid. Your family honor is whole,” said Tayo, smiling and 
bowing to Andy. 

The company cheered and clapped as the ceremony ended. 

“A moment, Master Taylor,’ said Tayo as Alex turned away. “Another 
ceremony is in order as I am now in your debt.” 

“What?” Alex asked nervously. 

“You called me back from the wall,” Tayo replied. “You now hold the honor 
of my family.” 

“Ah, yes,” said Alex, thinking quickly. “However, I only had to call you back 
because you saved my life. If you had not attacked Slathbog when you did, I 
would be dead. So I would say the debt is paid, and your family honor is whole.” 

“Well-spoken,” said Bregnest with a nod and a smile. 

Tayo stood quietly, the old, grim look back on his face. For a moment, Alex 
wondered what Tayo would say, but then he smiled and laughed. 

“Very well, my friend,” he replied. “We will call this debt even.” 

The entire company cheered once more, and then they each returned to their 
own piles of treasure and started filling their magic bags. Alex thought about the 
honor ceremony. He didn’t understand why Andy had to offer all of his treasure 
and why Tayo had taken so little. When they took a break from storing treasure, 
Alex asked Andy to explain. 

“Because it was a debt of honor,” Andy replied. “Honor demanded I offer my 


entire share, but Tayo did not have to take it all. In fact, Tayo increased his honor 
by taking only a small amount.” 

“Then wouldn’t it increase Tayo’s honor even more if he did not accept 
anything?” Alex asked, still confused. 

“He has to take something or it would be an insult,” Andy laughed. “It would 
be saying that my father’s life meant nothing to him.” 

“T guess I understand,” said Alex slowly, knowing he had more thinking to do 
about honor and what it meant. “I’m happy your family honor is whole.” 

They spent days storing their piles of treasure in their bags, laughing and 
joking as they worked. There was so much treasure Alex began to wonder how 
big his expanding room could possibly get, and then laughed at himself for 
wondering. 

Once they had all stored their shares, they went down for one last look at the 
great hall. It seemed even larger now that it was empty, and when the company 
cheered one last time, their voices echoed wildly around the empty hall. 
Collecting the rest of their gear, Alex and his friends slowly climbed into the 
bright afternoon light. 

“Your wish is almost fulfilled,’ Arconn said to Alex as they walked away 
from Varlo. “Already the snows are melting. Soon the green of spring will be on 
this land.” 

Arconn was correct as usual. As they marched down the muddy road each 
day, Alex could see small shoots of green dotting the ground where the snow had 
melted. By the third day, the snow had almost disappeared, and new green plants 
were springing up everywhere. 

“We still have a long walk back to the horses,” commented Halfdan as they 
ate their evening meal. 

“And a long ride back to Telous,” Thrang added. 

“And many happy places to visit, now that we have found success,” said Tayo 
with a smile. 

“And what will you do with your great hoard?” Skeld asked Thrang, 
laughing. “Young Alex and Andy can’t help you spend it or they’ll never 
manage to spend any of their own.” 

“Retire, perhaps,” said Thrang thoughtfully, then laughed at the worried looks 
on Skeld’s and Tayo’s faces. “Though perhaps my adventuring days are not over 
just yet.” 

They spent a happy night joking and telling stories, not bothering to keep 
watch in the wastelands of the dragon. Alex wished they could stay in this newly 
reborn land forever, but he knew that, like Thrang, he had many more adventures 
before him. 


chapter nineteen 


The Journey Home 


Alex and his companions walked along the road out of the wastelands, happy 
to see that the countryside was returning to life. There was no need to hurry, and 
they enjoyed laughing and singing together as they traveled. One afternoon, as 
they approached the edge of the wastelands, they heard horses galloping toward 
them. 

“Shahree!” Alex called out as the horses came into view. 

Shahree whinnied loudly at Alex’s call and trotted quickly to his side. He 
stroked her silver-gray neck happily, and the rest of the company laughed with 
joy. The other horses galloped up behind Shahree, and Arconn made a point of 
personally thanking each horse. 

“She has been worried since you parted,” Arconn told Alex as he rubbed 
Shahree’s forehead. 

“That makes us even because I have been worried about her as well,” said 
Alex with a laugh. 

They made camp for the night, happy with their success and excited to be 
going home. Thrang prepared an excellent dinner, and Alex amused his friends 
by turning the campfire different colors and twisting the smoke into various 
shapes as it floated into the darkening sky. 

The next day, Skeld and Tayo sang several strange and happy songs as they 
rode. They even managed to convince Andy to join them on a few of the songs, 
though it took a lot of teasing to do it. Alex was as amazed as the rest of the 
company to see the great change that had come over Tayo. Alex was glad that 
Tayo seemed to have taken Elsa’s advice to find joy and happiness in his life. 

When they eventually returned to the dark forest, Calysto was waiting to greet 
them in the same meadow they had left months before. It seemed she had known 
they were coming long before they arrived. 

“You left before the first snows fell and already you have returned,” she said 
with a smile. “It seems fortune has favored you greatly.” 

“Indeed,” replied Bregnest. “It has allowed us to return quickly to your happy 
land.” 

As before, Alex was unsure how long they stayed in the dark forest with the 
elves. He remembered many feasts and long walks in the sunny meadows. He 
felt at peace in the dark forest and was sad that they would have to leave 
eventually, but he knew his future was not here. 


While they remained in the forest, each member of the company exchanged 
many fine gifts with the elves. Alex gave Calysto a true silver necklace set with 
hundreds of small, bright green emeralds. It was one of the many items Bregnest 
had added to his share from the dragon’s hoard. 

“A gift for some great lady,” said Calysto, admiring the necklace. 

“Then it is well given,” Alex replied. 

Calysto wore the necklace at their parting feast, which made Alex happy. At 
the end of the feast, Calysto and many of the other elves walked with the 
company to their wooden house. They were all laughing and singing songs Alex 
had never heard before. No one wanted the night to end, but like all things, it 
eventually did. 

The next morning, as the company prepared to depart, Calysto came to say 
her final farewell. Alex could see the sadness of their parting behind her usually 
happy smile. 

“May your fortunes be bright,” she called after them as they rode to the edge 
of the meadow. “And if ever you come this way again, the meeting will be a 
merry one.” 

Alex turned Shahree before entering the trees, looking back at Calysto. He 
didn’t have words to thank Calysto for all she had done. He simply waved a final 
farewell, somehow knowing he would return to the dark forest someday. 

When they reached the edge of the forest, the sun was setting. They made 
camp and told stories late into the night. Skeld and Tayo managed to force Andy 
into telling them about his own first adventure. Andy insisted it was a long and 
boring story, but they all wanted to hear it just the same. 

“You'll have better tales to tell on your next adventure, won’t you?” Tayo 
laughed, slapping Andy’s knee as they prepared to sleep. 

The next day they started early, pressing forward and passing the ruins of 
Aunk before the sun set. Alex shivered slightly as he remembered his battle with 
the wraiths. He knew the wraiths could not harm him now, but he still felt a 
shadow of darkness as they rode past. He quickly forced himself to think of his 
friend Thrain and the wonderful halls of Osrik that lay ahead of them. 

It was clear the elves had sent word to Osrik while Alex and his friends were 
still in the dark forest because a troop of dwarf warriors on horseback met them 
on the road with orders to escort them to Osrik’s halls. Osrik was exactly the 
same as Alex remembered—uncomfortable with too much ceremony and happy 
to listen to all the stories they had to tell. 

“Quite an adventure,” said Osrik after Thrang had told their story. “Never 
thought we’d see the end of Slathbog in my days.” 

Alex and his friends remained with the dwarfs for almost three weeks, trading 


treasure for items made of true silver and giving gifts to Osrik and his officers. 
When it came time to leave the dwarf realm, Osrik asked them to meet with him 
in his throne room. 

“T have a favor to ask,” said Osrik, looking at Bregnest. 

“Ask what you will, Lord Osrik,” replied Bregnest. “Nothing would please us 
more than to be of service to you.” 

“Tt’s about my grandson, Thrain,” said Osrik, looking past the company at 
Thrain who was standing at attention at the edge of the great hall. “He’s seen 
your success and heard your stories and he thinks he’d like to be an adventurer.” 

“Adventurers do not choose themselves, as you know,” said Bregnest, 
glancing toward Thrain. 

“No, they don’t,” agreed Osrik with a smile. “But he and a couple of his 
friends want to see the Oracle. I have forbidden them to go on their own, but if 
you were going that way, I thought perhaps they could accompany you. If it is 
too great a favor, please say so. To be honest, I’m not too happy with the idea 
myself.” 

“Tt would be our pleasure to have their company,” said Bregnest happily. 
“Though we will not be returning this way. How will they get back?” 

“T suspect all sorts of people will start traveling east again once the news of 
your adventure is well-known,” said Osrik, winking at Bregnest. “I think the 
way back will be less troubled, then—fewer bandits and the like around.” 

“Then we will happily accept their company,” said Bregnest, bowing to 
Osrik. “And we will try not to encourage your grandson’s desire too much as we 
travel.” 

Osrik laughed at Bregnest’s reply, waving for Thrain to come forward. 

“Tt seems you have your wish, my fine young dwarf,” Osrik said to Thrain. 
“You’d best be off and tell your friends. Yov’ll be leaving in the morning.” 

Thrain was too happy to even speak. He ran forward and hugged his 
grandfather tightly, and then turned and ran full speed out of the hall. 

“I hope he is happy with what the Oracle tells him,” Osrik commented, 
watching Thrain depart. “But even if he gets his wish, I’ve made him promise to 
return here before going on any adventures.” 

“Wise counsel,” said Bregnest. “And if he is chosen, my company and I will 
be happy to help him in any way we can.” 

“Thank you, my friends,” replied Osrik. He smiled wryly. “And you know, 
there is a part of me that hopes he does get his wish, even if the rest of me does 
not.” 

The company all laughed with Osrik before saying good night to the king. 

The next morning, Alex and his friends assembled in front of the main gates 


of the dwarf city. Thrain and his two friends, Melnoch and Nitek, were waiting 
nervously to one side, away from the company. 

Alex was happy Thrain would be traveling with them to the White Tower 
because it meant he would not have to say good-bye just yet. He had not met 
Thrain’s friends, but he knew if they were anything like Thrain, the journey 
would be a happy one. 

Osrik came out to the gate to say a final good-bye. 

“I’m placing the three of you in Master Bregnest’s care,” Osrik said sternly to 
Thrain, Melnoch, and Nitek. “If any of you misbehave or fail to follow his 
orders, I’ll throw you all in the dungeon for a hundred years.” 

Alex and Andy tried not to laugh as Osrik turned his back to Thrain and his 
friends and winked at the company. 

“Good-bye, my friends. If ever you come this way again, you will be most 
welcome,” Osrik said. 

“Good-bye, great king,” replied Bregnest. “Your kindness will remain with us 
always.” 

They all bowed to Osrik and then started down the slopes of the Brown Hills. 
Thrain and his friends brought up the rear, which made Alex and Andy feel a 
little strange at first because they were used to being the last in line. As they 
turned their horses west, though, Thrain rode up beside Alex and Andy and 
started talking happily with them. 

As they traveled from the Brown Hills to the city of Techen, Thrain, Melnoch, 
and Nitek adapted, as well as they could, to the adventuring lifestyle. However, 
they were still a little unsure of how to deal with Skeld and Tayo’s constant 
teasing and joking. 

“You get used to it in time,” said Andy in a low voice to the dwarfs. “And 
they don’t mean any harm.” 

“Because if we did mean harm, our wizard friend would turn us into toads,” 
Skeld laughed, overhearing Andy’s words anyway. 

“I may do that anyway,” replied Alex, laughing along with the rest of his 
companions. 

When they arrived at Techen, Alex saw that the city had changed a great deal 
since they had left it. A vast array of tents had sprung up around the mud-brown 
walls. Hundreds of horses and carts crowded the roads, and a great number of 
people were selling all kinds of things just outside the main city gates. 
Bartholomew the gatekeeper was still there, but he looked tired and a bit thinner 
than Alex remembered. 

“You seem to have some new friends,” Bregnest commented with a smile. 

“I don’t know about friends, but there are a lot of them,” replied 


Bartholomew. “Been turning up in droves over the last couple of weeks.” 

“Why would that be?” Bregnest asked. 

“Well, it’s the dragon, isn’t it?” said Bartholomew, looking at the tents and 
carts along the road. “Story is out that old Slathbog has finally died, or been 
killed, or gone away, depending on which story you choose to believe. This lot is 
off to look for the dragon’s treasure, and in my opinion, the sooner they go, the 
better.” 

They all had to suppress their laughter because they knew these treasure 
hunters would find little in Varlo, unless they were looking for land. 

“The magistrate must be happy with all the trade,” said Bregnest with a short 
laugh. 

“T suppose he is,” Bartholomew replied thoughtfully. “Though it’s hard to tell 
what makes him happy. I suppose yov’ll be spending the night then?” 

“Tf we can find a room in the city,” said Bregnest. 

“Oh, you needn’t worry about that,” Bartholomew called, as the company 
Started moving through the gate. “Not many of these will pay for a room. I 
believe old Tantic has plenty of space.” 

Tantic greeted the company as if they were old friends he hadn’t seen in 
years. Before they could even climb off their horses, he had brought out a tray of 
drinks for them and toasting to the good fortunes of Techen. After their drinks 
and a few words with Tantic, Alex and the others took their horses into the stable 
for the night. There was no sign of Eric Von Tealo, so Bregnest asked Tantic 
where he could be found. 

“Ah, a sad story that,” answered Tantic. “A good man he was with horses, 
though perhaps not so good with people.” 

“You say was,” Bregnest interrupted. “Is he no longer here?” 

“Old Eric turned sick this last winter,” said Tantic, shaking his head sadly. 
“We tried to care for him, but there was only so much we could do. He crossed 
the wall just as spring was coming in.” 

“T am sorry to hear that,” Bregnest said. “We owed him a debt. Can you tell 
us where he is buried? The least we can do is pay our respects.” 

“That’s very kind of you,” said Tantic with a smile. “Though I doubt you’!l be 
happy with his resting place.” 

The company followed Tantic’s directions to Techen’s graveyard to pay their 
last respects to Eric. They noticed that there were many fine headstones scattered 
about the graveyard, but on Eric’s grave was only a small wooden marker with 
his name on it. When they returned to Tantic’s inn, Bregnest questioned Tantic 
about it. 

“The magistrate didn’t much like old Eric,” Tantic said, an unhappy look on 


his face. “Eric was always telling him off for the poor way his soldiers took care 
of their horses, and for anything else that didn’t seem right. The magistrate 
wouldn’t let me put a stone on his grave, only that small wooden marker.” 

“Can you send word to the magistrate that we would like to see him?” 
Bregnest asked in a calm voice. 

“Course I can,” said Tantic, a slightly wicked grin spreading over his face. 
“Tt would do my heart good if you lot told him off.” 

Bregnest motioned for the others to follow him into the inn’s common room. 
The company sat around a large table, leaving the chair to Bregnest’s right 
empty. Thrain, Melnoch, and Nitek sat at the bar, watching with a great deal of 
interest. It wasn’t long before the magistrate appeared, walking up to their table 
and frowning. 

“You wished to speak with me?” he asked, in an unfriendly tone as though 
their request to see him was a great inconvenience. 

“We do,” replied Bregnest and motioned for him to be seated. 

“What can I do for you?” asked the magistrate brusquely. 

“We wish to discuss the grave of Master Eric Von Tealo,” Bregnest replied 
calmly. 

“What about it?” The magistrate’s face turned slightly red. 

“Well, you see,” said Bregnest. “We all owe a debt to the late Master Von 
Tealo. Now that he has crossed the wall, we would like his final resting place to 
be honored with something more than a piece of wood.” Bregnest’s words were 
spoken softly, but there could be no doubt of the power and anger behind them. 

“Pm sure some arrangement can be made,” said the magistrate, hardly 
bothering to conceal the greed in his voice. 

“Tt will be made,” Bregnest replied coldly. “We will pay for a large stone to 
be placed on the grave. Further, we will pay the city of Techen for upkeep of the 
stone and the grave so that weeds do not grow over it. We will also pay for fresh 
flowers to be placed on the grave twice a week. We will require these services to 
be performed for the next one hundred years.” 

“That is quite a lot for an old man who worked in a stable,” the magistrate 
sneered. 

“Perhaps, but we are willing to pay the price you name for these services,” 
Bregnest replied. “Draw up an agreement and we will all sign it.” 

The magistrate thought for a moment and then called for Tantic to bring him 
pen and paper. He wrote out the agreement and offered the pen to Bregnest so he 
could sign it. 

“You first,” said Bregnest, looking the magistrate in the eye. 

The magistrate signed the document and placed the seal of Techen beside his 


name. 

“What price will you ask?” Bregnest questioned. 

“The city of Techen asks five thousand gold coins for this service,” said the 
magistrate coldly, a wicked smile on his face. 

“Outrageous!” said Tantic from behind the magistrate. 

“We accept,” said Bregnest, signing his name to the document. The rest of the 
company each signed his name. 

Bregnest pulled out his magic bag. “But know this my fine, greedy 
magistrate,” he said in an ice-cold tone. “If ever I, or any of my companions, 
hear that you or your city have failed in this agreement, we will return. One of 
our company is a wizard and we all have many friends close to your city. If you 
fail to keep this agreement, we will know. If you choose to run, we will hunt you 
from here to the wall to claim our revenge.” 

The magistrate’s face paled at Bregnest’s words. “Of course it will be done,” 
he said nervously, his upper lip trembling slightly. “No need for threats or 
violence. I have given my word.” 

“And I’ll make sure he keeps it,” said Tantic, taking the pen and signing the 
agreement as witness. 

Bregnest handed the magistrate a large bag full of gold and dismissed him 
with a wave of his hand. The others could barely control their laughter as the 
magistrate rushed, stumbling more than once, out of the room. 

“Let us share in this expense,” Skeld laughed. “The price is small compared 
to the look on his sour face.” 

“You already have,” replied Bregnest. “The five thousand came out of the 
share for expenses, and I think it was well spent. So Tantic, my friend, can you 
arrange for a stone?” 

“Of any size and style you request,” replied Tantic. “And PII pin this up in the 
bar so the whole city will know what the magistrate has agreed to.” He held up 
the agreement the magistrate had left behind in his rush to leave. 

“And you might have fun reminding him from time to time that we have 
many friends not too far from Techen,” Tayo laughed. 

They spent a merry night in Techen, and Alex wished they could stay longer. 
Bregnest, however, wished to move on as soon as possible. After discussing the 
stone for Eric’s grave with Tantic, and leaving him more than enough money to 
pay for it, the company rode away the following morning. 

They traveled northwest along the ancient road, meeting a few companies of 
people who were traveling east to Varlo. They tried hard not to laugh as the 
people told them that Slathbog was dead and that piles of gold were lying 
everywhere for anyone who wished to take them. 


“Well, they’re half right,” laughed Skeld as they left one of the groups behind. 

They met no bandits as they rode toward the White Tower, but they set a 
watch each night just in case. Alex, having finished reading his books, now spent 
his watch practicing spells from his magic book. Sometimes Andy, Thrain, 
Melnoch, and Nitek would sit up with him, talking about adventures, and 
watching Alex practice his magic. 

The journey was pleasant, but Alex was beginning to worry that it soon 
would be over. He didn’t really want to go home, and the idea of going back to 
his stepfather’s tavern and his old life made him more than a little sad. He felt 
more like starting another adventure right away. 

One morning, Alex woke to a strangely familiar dinging sound. Sitting up, he 
saw a bottle-necked geeb standing beside his blankets. 

“Do you have a message for me?” Alex asked politely. 

“Ding,” the geeb replied. 

“May I have it please?” 

“Ding! Ding! Ding!” answered the geeb, producing a letter for Alex. 

“What’s that noise?” said Skeld, sitting up in his own blankets. 

“Tt’s a geeb,” replied Alex as he opened the letter. “Only just arrived.” 


Dear friend, 

I am happy to hear of your success and your safe return. Please accept 
this invitation for you and your company, including your three new 
traveling companions, to dine with me on your arrival at the White Tower 
tomorrow evening. 

Your friend, 
Iownan 


“Tt seems we’ve been invited to dinner,” said Alex happily, handing the letter 
to Bregnest. “I suppose you will all wish to accept the invitation,” he added, 
grinning at his friends. 

“Good thing too,” Skeld said loudly. “Thrang’s cooking has been going 
downhill since he’s become so rich.” 

“Shut your gob,” replied Thrang, throwing a dirty pair of socks at Skeld. 

They all laughed at this exchange, and then laughed even harder when Tayo 
suggested that the dirty socks were what Thrang had been using to make soup. 

“Indeed, yes, we will accept,” said Bregnest with a smile. 

“Can you take a reply back to the Oracle?” Alex questioned the waiting geeb. 

“Ding,” the geeb replied. 

Alex took out his writing things and thought for a moment before he started 


writing. 


My friend, 

We are overwhelmed by your kindness, and I am happy to accept your 
invitation on behalf of our company and friends. We will be looking forward 
to our arrival, and place ourselves at your service. 

Your friend, 
Alex 


“T believe Calysto was right about you,” said Arconn, reading Alex’s note 
over his shoulder. “You are very much like an elf.” 

“Careful,” Tayo warned. “He might take that as an insult.” 

They all laughed at Tayo’s joke as Alex folded the letter and placed it in an 
envelope. 

“Here is your payment,” Alex said to the geeb, tossing a bright blue sapphire 
into the air. 

The geeb bounced up and caught the sapphire quickly and then left several 
gold and silver coins on Alex’s blanket. 

“Please take this letter to the Oracle. If you require additional payment, please 
return,” Alex said to the geeb. 

With a final ding and a slight popping sound, the geeb disappeared. Alex 
collected the coins from his blanket and put them in his small moneybag, then 
asked about breakfast. 

When Thrain, Melnoch, and Nitek heard that they were included in the 
Oracle’s invitation, they were overcome with joy. They had been worried the 
Oracle wouldn’t see them right away, and had started to wonder where they 
would stay while they waited for her call. 

“When we dine with Iownan, she is not the Oracle,” Alex explained to the 
three young dwarfs as they rode along that day. 

“She addresses you as friend,” said Thrain in admiration. 

“We are friends,” Alex replied. 

“Do you think you could put in a good word for us?” Thrain asked sheepishly. 

“T doubt very much that the Oracle will be influenced by anything I say,” 
replied Alex with a slight laugh. 

It was almost noon the next day when a rider carrying a green flag with a 
white tower on it approached them. He asked them to follow him to the western 
houses, and they all happily agreed. Once again, the second house was filled 
with fine food when they arrived and the bathhouse now held eleven large brass 
tubs full of hot water. When the sun touched the western hills, a young woman 


appeared to lead them to Iownan’s table. 

“You have traveled far, my friends,” said Iownan, beaming at them as she 
entered the room. 

“Yes, we have,” said Bregnest, standing and bowing to Iownan. 

“And now you have many new tales to tell,” said Iownan, taking her seat 
between Alex and Bregnest. 

Their dinner was full of lively talk and long tales, and when they were 
finished and Iownan had said good night, they returned to the sleeping house 
tired and happy. Alex slipped away to the stables to check on Shahree. 

“In this fine stable again,” said Alex as he stroked Shahree’s neck. His 
thoughts returned to when he had first entered this stable at night and spoken to 
Iownan. Could it really have been more than a year ago? 

“T see that you are not yet broken,” Iownan said from behind him. 

“Not yet,” replied Alex, turning to face her. 

“And I see you have gazed into the crystal.” 

“Only because need forced me to,” said Alex with a bow. “I ask your 
forgiveness. The crystal was not mine to use.” 

“Though it served you well.” 

“It did,” Alex said. 

“Come,” said Iownan, taking his hand. “You need your rest. Tomorrow I will 
speak with your company about your pledge.” 

“The pledge is fulfilled,” said Alex happily. 

“Not quite,” Iownan replied. “You still hold the crystal, though I do not doubt 
its return. I know what you had to go through to reclaim this treasure for me.” 

“You told me I would be tested,” replied Alex, his thoughts returning to the 
night he’d fought the wraiths. 

“You are troubled by something,” said Iownan, turning to look into his eyes. 

“Tt was something the wraiths said,” Alex answered, meeting her eyes. “I 
didn’t think about it at the time because I knew they were full of lies.” 

“But now you wonder if they did not speak at least a little truth,” Iownan 
finished for him. 

“They said you saw something in me—something that made me different.” 

“I told you that I could see many things in you,” replied Iownan. “But you 
were not ready then to know everything I saw.” 

“Am I ready now?” 

“T believe you are,” Iownan replied after a short pause. “What I saw, but did 
not tell you, was that you are not completely human as you believe yourself to 
be.” 

“Then what am I?” Alex asked in surprise. 


“You are a blend, a mixture of many races,” said Iownan thoughtfully. “I 
cannot say how much of each race is in you, but I see in you human, elf, and 
dwarf. And other things as well.” 

“What other things?” Alex questioned, worried. 

“Tt is difficult to say for sure,” replied Iownan, turning away from Alex. “It is 
strange. I have never met anyone like you before.” 

“If you do not wish to say—” 

“I would tell you if I could,” said Iownan, cutting him off, a troubled look on 
her face. “But it is beyond even my powers to see all that you are, or all that you 
might become.” 

“Forgive me for asking,” said Alex. 

“Come,” said Iownan, her smile returning. “You need your rest.” 

Alex didn’t ask any more questions. He knew Iownan spoke the truth and that 
if she could have told him more she would have. He accepted her hand, and 
together they left the stable, walking back to the sleeping house. 

The next morning, a young man named Thomas appeared as they were 
finishing breakfast. He told them the Oracle would like to meet with Bregnest 
and his company in the gardens by the fountain. He also said that Thrain, 
Melnoch, and Nitek would be called to the Oracle after the midday meal. Alex 
quickly retrieved the crystal in its blue-velvet wrapping from his bag and 
followed Bregnest to the gardens. 

“You have returned from your quest successfully,” said the Oracle as they 
approached. 

“We have,” Bregnest replied, bowing to her. 

“And are you prepared to fulfill your pledge?” 

“We are,” eight voices answered. 

“Who among you carries the crystal?” 

“Master Taylor has the honor,” said Bregnest, gesturing to Alex. 

“Let him come forward,” the Oracle commanded. 

Alex walked forward, carrying the crystal carefully in both hands. When he 
reached the Oracle, he bowed, then removed the velvet cover and held up the 
crystal for all to see. Once more it was like a ball of light, shining in the morning 
sun. 

“Do you return this of your own free will?” she questioned, looking at Alex. 

“T do,” replied Alex. 

“Do any here make a claim on this crystal?” 

“We do not,” eight voices replied. 

“Then as the Oracle of the White Tower, I accept this 
crystal from you. Your pledge is fulfilled and your honor is enlarged,” she said 


solemnly, taking the crystal from Alex’s hand as he dropped to one knee and 
offered it to her. 

The Oracle turned and walked away from them, returning to the White Tower 
without another word. 

“There is great power in the Oracle,” said Arconn, as they watched her walk 
away. 

They all murmured their agreement, slowly filing out of the garden and 
returning to the second house. 

“Tt seems strange,” said Alex as they sat around the central table. “She asked 
us as Iownan to return the crystal, but then accepted it from us as the Oracle.” 

“Not so strange,” said Thrang. “As Iownan, she could ask us to return the 
crystal. As the Oracle, she would have had to command us.” 

“Would anyone say no to an oracle?” Alex wondered out loud. 

“Perhaps not,” Arconn answered. “Though by making it a request and not a 
command, she allowed us to choose.” 

They said nothing more about the crystal, because Thrain, Melnoch, and 
Nitek walked in, dressed in their finest clothes and looking nervous. They hardly 
ate anything of the midday meal, and Skeld and Tayo took great pleasure in 
teasing all three of them. 

After the meal, Thomas arrived to take the three dwarfs to the Oracle. He told 
the company that Iownan would not be able to join them for dinner that night, 
but would come the following night. 

When Thrain, Melnoch, and Nitek rejoined the company for the evening 
meal, Alex could tell they were happy with what they had learned. Thrain 
seemed ready to burst with excitement. He looked like he was hoping someone 
would ask him what the Oracle had said, but nobody did, and as he ate, his 
excitement seemed to cool, but only slightly. 

The three young dwarfs said they would be leaving in the 
morning and were disappointed that they couldn’t stay another day. 

When morning arrived however, the excitement and happiness of the three 
dwarfs had returned in full strength. They thanked Bregnest and the others for 
allowing them to travel with them to the White Tower and then said their 
farewells. 

“Perhaps we will ride together again some day,” said Thrain, winking at Alex 
and Andy as he mounted his horse. 

“Perhaps so,” replied Andy with a knowing smile and a final farewell. 

The next night, the company dined with Iownan and their meal was mixed 
with laughter and talking. Arconn told of Alex’s encounter with the wraiths, his 
recovery, and the feast the elves held in his honor. Alex was glad Arconn left out 


the part about how he almost took Calysto with him across the wall, though he 
suspected Iownan already knew about it. After all the stories had been told, 
Iownan wished them all good night and then asked Bregnest for a private word. 

“What were you two whispering about?” Skeld asked when Bregnest rejoined 
his companions in the sleeping house. 

“Planning another adventure already?” Tayo guessed. 

“Nothing so grand as that,” Bregnest replied with a secretive smile. 

“What then?” Thrang questioned. 

“When we were last here, I sent a letter,” replied Bregnest. “Iownan wished to 
tell me that an answer had come.” 

“What was this letter about?” Halfdan asked. 

“No secrets among the company,” Andy added loudly. 

“You will find out tomorrow morning,” said Bregnest, acting suddenly tired 
and laying down on his bed. “Now, I think I will get some sleep.” 

The others yelled and demanded an answer, but Bregnest would say no more. 
As Skeld and Tayo tried to wrestle an answer from Bregnest, Alex left the 
sleeping house to say good night to Shahree. He knew before he reached the 
stables that Iownan would not be there. 

The next morning they all resumed questioning Bregnest about the 
mysterious letter. He seemed unwilling to answer any questions until after he 
had eaten, which meant he had to endure Skeld and Tayo throwing bits of food at 
him while he ate. 

“Very well,” said Bregnest as a piece of toast hit him on the nose. 

He stood up, rubbing his nose, and rang the gong in the second house. 
Thomas soon appeared, carrying a large package wrapped in brown paper. He set 
the lumpy package down on one of the main tables and departed as quickly as he 
had come. 

“The letter I sent was to Whalen Vankin, a wizard I know of some 
reputation,” Bregnest said. 

“Some reputation indeed,” said Thrang, as if this did not describe Whalen 
Vankin properly. 

“In any event,” Bregnest continued, ignoring Thrang’s comment. “I asked 
Whalen if he would be willing to take young Alex on as his apprentice. Whalen 
has agreed, but says he wishes to meet Alex in person before making any final 
arrangements.” 

“Wonderful,” said Thrang. 

“Outstanding,” said Skeld. 

“Incredible,” said Halfdan. 

“Yes,” said Bregnest, holding up one hand and motioning for silence. 


“Unfortunately, Whalen is in the middle of an adventure of his own and won’t be 
able to meet Alex for some time. He has, however, sent along this package for 
Alex, which I believe contains several magic books and other items, including a 
letter of instructions. Whalen asks that the package not be opened until Alex is 
safely at home.” 

“Oh, but that hardly seems fair,” Andy complained loudly. 

“Fair or not, it is what Whalen asks,” Bregnest replied sternly. “And I don’t 
think any of us—Alex included—would like to go against the wishes of Whalen 
Vankin.” 

“No, of course not,” Andy admitted quickly. 

“Very well then,” Bregnest said. “Alex, I suggest you put the package in your 
bag somewhere where you won’t be tempted to open it before you get home.” 

Alex did as Bregnest said, placing the heavy package inside his magic bag in 
a comer behind some of his old clothes. He was curious about what might be in 
the package, and he tried to feel anything he could through the paper as he put it 
in his magic bag. 

They remained at the White Tower for three more days, resting, relaxing, and 
dining each night with Iownan. 

The morning of the fourth day, as the company prepared to leave, Iownan 
arrived to say her farewells. She thanked them all for returning the crystal to the 
tower and wished them all a safe journey. 

Then, bowing to Alex, she spoke in a lowered voice. “I hope we shall meet 
again,” she said softly. “And I hope Whalen Vankin can meet with you soon.” 

Alex returned her bow, his heart heavy knowing that this adventure would 
soon be over. He didn’t want it to end, but he knew it was time to go home. 


chapter twenty 


Home Again 


As the company rode back to the great arch, Alex thought about everything 
that had happened to him. The adventure had lasted little more than a year and a 
half, but almost everything was different now. He wondered when he would be 
able to find a new adventure to go on, and if any of his friends would be able to 
join him. 

When they rode past the Troll’s Stream, Alex looked toward the hills. He 
knew that the stone troll would still be there, and part of him wanted to see it 
again. 

“You seem strangely quiet, Alex,” Arconn observed that night as they ate. 

“Oh, just thinking,” answered Alex. 

“Thinking how you’ll spend your fortune, no doubt,” Skeld commented with 
a laugh. 

“No,” said Alex. “Just wishing the adventure wasn’t over.” 

“Tt’s not really over,” said Thrang. “After all, you’ve still got to meet with 
Whalen Vankin and learn to be a true wizard.” 

“T suppose so,” Alex admitted. “But it won’t be the same.” 

“Because he won’t have Thrang’s cooking to keep him going,” Tayo laughed 
happily. 

“Nor a pair of jokers who don’t know when they’re well-off,” Thrang replied. 

Alex laughed, happy to be with his friends. He tried not to think about leaving 
them to go back to his old life. He thought it would be the hardest thing he’d 
done so far. 

“Don’t worry,” said Andy, throwing a biscuit at Tayo. “I’m sure we’ I all meet 
again.” 

Alex smiled at Andy’s words and then joined in the sudden biscuit battle that 
broke out. Thrang yelled madly at them for wasting food, but that only made him 
a target for everyone else. 

Their last days in Vargland passed quickly and Alex realized Thrang was right 
—his adventures were only just beginning. He had the package from Whalen 
Vankin to open when he got home, and he was looking forward to that. He also 
needed to meet with Whalen, and that might be quite an adventure all by itself. 

They finally reached the great arch, and as they rode through it, the dismal 
colors of fall magically turned into the happy greens of spring. The lands around 


Telous seemed to be exactly the same as when they’d left. 

They arrived in Telous in time for a midday meal at the Golden Swan. After 
lunch, Bregnest left to arrange for their rooms and to order an evening feast. 
Andy and Alex wandered into the streets of Telous, leaving the others talking 
happily in the bar. 

“T want to see the bag maker,” Andy said. “I need to add a couple of rooms to 
my bag. And you can ask him about the six lost bags while we’re there.” 

Alex quickly agreed; the thought of returning the lost bags gave him hope for 
new adventures. 

“Ah, gentlemen,” said the bag maker when Alex and Andy walked through 
the door. “What can I do for you today?” 

“Quite a bit, I hope,” answered Alex. 

“Oh? Had some good fortune on your last adventure, did you?” 

“Yes, we did,” said Andy. “We both would like to add some rooms to our 
bags.” 

“Excellent,” replied the bag maker. “Do you know which rooms you would 
like to add?” 

Andy ordered five new rooms for his bag, though he had only planned on 
three. 

The bag maker handed Andy’s bag back to him and then turned to Alex. 
“Now, what can I do for you?” 

“T would like a bathroom, a bedroom, an ice room, and a library added to my 
bag,” answered Alex. 

“Very good,” said the bag maker. “All useful rooms to be sure.” 

It didn’t take long to add the rooms to Alex’s magic bag, and Alex wondered 
how hard it might be to learn that bit of magic. 

The bag maker smiled as he accepted his money from Andy and Alex. “Is 
there anything else I can help you with?” 

“Yes, there is actually,” said Alex. “On my last adventure, I was able to 
recover several lost magic bags. I was hoping you could tell me who they 
belonged to, and where their families or heirs might be found.” 

“Of course,” answered the bag maker. “Returning lost bags is a great honor. I 
will be happy to tell you all that I can. Please, if I may see the bags you’ve 
recovered, I can write you a list of heirs and locations.” 

“Thank you, that would be most helpful,” said Alex. 

It didn’t take long for the bag maker to identify the owners of the lost magic 
bags, but it did take him some time to find the named heirs and to write 
everything down. Alex was happy to wait. At least now he would have some 
idea of where the heirs of the lost bags might be found and that might lead him 


to future adventures. 

Alex and Andy returned to the Golden Swan in time for the company’s final 
feast, which was a long and happy event. They joked and laughed late into the 
night until Bregnest finally insisted they all go to bed. 

“We will meet as a company in the morning to divide what is left of the share 
for expenses,” Bregnest said. “I have already delivered the share that was set 
aside for the Widows and Orphans fund, though you may wish to make your 
own contributions as well. Then we will declare our agreement fulfilled and our 
adventure at an end.” 

Alex went to bed both happy and sad, knowing that tomorrow the company 
would be no more. As he slept, he dreamed of his friends in Vargland. He saw 
Iownan in her tower, and Osrik on his stone throne. He could hear Thrain 
pestering Osrik to let him go on an adventure, and he wondered what the Oracle 
had said to Melnoch and Nitek. Last of all, he dreamed of Calysto in the dark 
woods. He wondered when he would see her again. 

When Andy shook him awake the next morning, his sorrows were gone and 
he felt happier than he had in weeks. He knew one day he would return to 
Vargland and see all his friends again. 

At breakfast, Tayo and Skeld were already teasing Thrang about his 
retirement, asking how they could survive their next adventure without such a 
good cook. Thrang insisted he was too old for adventures and it was time to 
settle down, but his smile seemed to say he was just joking. 

“Tt is time to divide the last of the share set aside for expenses,” said Bregnest 
loudly so the others would stop making so much noise. “I have decided to divide 
it evenly between us. There are two reasons for this—first, because you have 
been a wonderful company and have made this a first-class adventure.” 

The company exploded in cheers at Bregnest’s decision and praise. 

“The second reason,” Bregnest said, holding up his hands for quiet, “is 
because I know our young wizard would complain loudly if I tried to give more 
to him than to the rest of us. So, to keep him happy, we will share equally.” 

Another cheer went up from all of them, and Alex blushed as Bregnest bowed 
to him with a smile and a wink. 

Bregnest had already sorted and divided the remaining treasure into eight 
large piles, which the company found waiting for them in a room at the back of 
the inn. 

After they had stored their treasure, Bregnest led them out of the Golden 
Swan and across the road to a large building where they could make their 
donations to the Widows and Orphans fund. Alex had read about the fund in the 
Adventurer’s Handbook, so he had a good idea of how much he should give. He 


hoped it wouldn’t be more than Bregnest’s donation, because if he gave more 
than the company’s leader it would be an insult. Bregnest was generous and Alex 
was relieved that he could give as much as he had planned. 

The company wandered off through the streets of Telous. There were a few 
hours left before the midday meal, and Alex asked Arconn and Thrang to come 
with him to the bookshop. He wanted their advice on some new books about 
adventures and magic. 

When they returned to the Golden Swan for their final meal together the 
mood was somber and a little sad. There was little joking as everyone was 
thinking about how much they would miss each other and what they would do 
next. 

“Tt is time,” Bregnest said at last. “If there are no questions or disputes, we 
will call our agreement complete.” 

“T have a question,” Alex said suddenly, remembering something. 

“And what is that?” Bregnest asked. 

“Arconn mentioned once that you were trying to fulfill a prophecy on this 
adventure,” Alex said. “Can you tell us what that prophecy was—or is?” 

Bregnest smiled and laughed softly to himself. “I wasn’t really sure it would 
be fulfilled on this adventure,” he said. “That is why I didn’t tell you about it at 
the beginning of our quest. However, I see that the prophecy has partly come 
true, so I will tell you what I can.” 

Bregnest paused for a long moment. 

“The prophecy was given to me many years ago, and I was never sure it was a 
true prophecy,” he said slowly. 

“Enough,” Thrang said loudly. “Just tell us what it is.” 

“Very well, Master Silversmith,” said Bregnest. “I was told that I would find 
a great wizard on my adventures. A wizard who would also be a warrior, though 
he would not know of his talents when I found him. The prophecy said I would 
help him find the path he should follow, and that he would go on to do many 
great and noble deeds.” 

“That seems to have come true in part then,” said Thrang, smiling at Alex. 
“And as soon as young Alex goes on another adventure, it may come true 
completely.” 

“Indeed,” Bregnest agreed, raising his mug to toast Alex. The others all 
followed his example. 

Alex went pink, but smiled and raised his own mug as well. 

“T declare our agreement fulfilled and our adventure at an end,” said Bregnest 
after the toast. “Some of you will be leaving when we finish here, and the rest of 
us will leave in the morning. Until we meet again, I wish you all a fond 


farewell.” 

“Until we meet again,” the company repeated. 

There were many good-byes and promises to visit each other in distant lands. 
Alex promised to visit everyone, though he had no idea how to find any of his 
friends once they left Telous. 

Andy, Skeld, and Tayo were leaving that afternoon, and Alex joined the 
others in front of the Golden Swan to say good-bye once more. Tayo pulled Alex 
to one side as the others crowded around Skeld and Andy to say their farewells. 

“T owe you more than the others will ever know,” said Tayo. “If ever you 
have need, please, feel free to call on me.” 

“You are most kind, my friend,” replied Alex. “I hope you find the happiness 
you deserve.” 

Tayo pulled Alex into a huge bear hug, squeezing him so tight Alex thought 
for a moment that his ribs would break. When Tayo released him and pulled 
away, Alex saw tears of happiness in Tayo’s eyes. 

“Farewell,” Bregnest called as Andy, Skeld, and Tayo rode away. “May we 
meet again soon.” 

Once the three warriors were out of sight, Alex went back into the Golden 
Swan with his remaining companions. He was just wondering when he would 
see his departed friends again, when he suddenly thought of something else. 

“How am I going to get home?” he said out loud as the thought occurred to 
him. 

“Oh, you needn’t worry,” laughed Thrang. “Bregnest, Arconn, and I will be 
coming with you to Clutter’s shop.” 

“You will?” Alex asked in surprise. 

“Course we will,” Thrang laughed. “Bregnest needs to pay Clutter his share 
for the adventure, and Arconn and I have to update everyone’s files.” 

“What files?” Alex questioned. 

“The Adventure Shop keeps records about all adventurers. After each 
adventure, one or two of the company are chosen to update the files on 
themselves and the other adventurers. And I don’t mind saying, we’ll have a fair 
bit of work updating your file.” 

Another thought occurred to Alex. “What about Shahree?” 

He didn’t want to leave his horse behind, but he had no idea what he would 
do with a horse back at the Happy Dragon. Not to mention how he would 
explain how he had gotten a horse if he took Shahree home with him. 

“You can stable her here,” Thrang suggested. “The Swan keeps a good stable, 
and the price is fair. And if you leave her here, she’ll be waiting when you go on 
your next adventure.” 


Alex was relieved, and he left his companions at once to make arrangements 
for Shahree’s care. He stopped by her stall to say good-bye, at least for a little 
while. She seemed to understand when he told her he was going home but she 
was staying there. She looked sad, but nuzzled Alex’s shoulder in her own 
farewell. 

The next moming, Alex ate breakfast with Bregnest, Arconn, Thrang, and 
Halfdan. It was a quiet affair without Skeld and Tayo’s jokes or Andy’s laughter. 
When they finished, Halfdan said good-bye to Alex and made him promise to 
come visit as soon as possible. Halfdan would be waiting at the Golden Swan for 
Thrang to return so the two of them could journey home together. 

“Tf you’re ready then,” said Thrang. 

“T suppose I am,” said Alex. “Though I wish I could start another adventure, 
now that I’ve been on one.” 

“T doubt you will have to wait for long,” Thrang replied. “Wizards are always 
wanted on adventures. Plus you’ve got your meeting with Vankin to look 
forward to.” 

“And your home may be different than you remember it, now that you’ve 
been on an adventure,” said Arconn. 

Alex nodded and smiled. He waved good-bye to Halfdan as he and the others 
made their way along the streets of Telous. Almost before he knew it, they were 
standing in the same field he had arrived in so long ago. There was no sign of a 
magic door however, and he wondered how they would get back into the 
adventurer’s shop. 

“Mr. Clutter should be opening the door any time now,” said Arconn. “I sent 
him a geeb, telling him what time we’d be arriving.” 

Almost as soon as Arconn had finished speaking, the silver outline of a door 
appeared in front of them. The door opened slowly, and the four of them stepped 
into Mr. Clutter’s shop. 

“Well, then,” said Mr. Clutter, smiling. “Back already, are you?” 

“We’ve had a fair bit of luck,” replied Thrang, moving into the room. “Our 
young first-timer here proved more valuable than we bargained for.” 

“Ah, Mr. Taylor,” said Mr. Clutter happily. “So glad to see you again. I 
received a message for you just this morning . . . let me see, where did I put that 
...” Mr. Clutter searched his desk and produced an envelope. “Ah, here we are. 
As I said, just arrived this morning. Very exciting, I must say.” 

Alex took the letter from Mr. Clutter. His name was written on the front of the 
envelope in large red letters. Alex wondered if it was an invitation to join 
another adventure already or perhaps a message from one of his friends in 
Vargland. The back of the envelope was sealed with dark purple wax and the 


image of a star. Alex slit the envelope open and read the letter inside. 


Master Alexander Taylor, Esq., 
Dear Alex, 

I hope you won't mind if I call you Alex as our mutual friend, Bregnest, 
told me that I should. 

Alex, I know that right now you’d like nothing more than to be starting a 
new adventure. However, I must insist that you return home to your 
stepfather’s house. I dont have time to go into details now, but I will 
explain everything to you as soon as I can. 

Yours in fellowship, 
Whalen Vankin 


Alex wondered how Vankin had known he would be in the adventurer’s shop 
this morning. He also wondered why the letter was signed, “Yours in 
fellowship,” which didn’t mean anything to him. 

“T suppose Whalen knows what he’s talking about,” said Bregnest when Alex 
showed him the letter. “He may have his own ways, and I’ll admit he sometimes 
acts oddly, but he knows more than most. You should do what he says.” 

Alex nodded and put Vankin’s letter inside his magic bag. Looking toward the 
door of the shop, he realized it was time to say good-bye. 

“You'll want to change then,” said Mr. Clutter, carrying a tray of tea and 
cakes into the room. “No good going home looking like that.” 

Alex looked down at himself and realized he was still wearing his traveling 
gear, including the true silver dagger that Umbar had given him. He wondered 
what Mr. Roberts would say if he turned up looking like this. 

“Just in here,” said Mr. Clutter, directing Alex to another door. “You can put 
your old things on and be ready to go.” 

Alex walked through the door and noticed that his clothes suddenly felt 
strangely loose. Looking at himself in a nearby mirror, he saw that his hair, 
which had grown long during his adventure, was as short as it had been when 
he’d first entered Mr. Clutter’s shop. The change had happened so quickly Alex 
hadn’t noticed the magic around him. 

Laughing in surprise, Alex changed back into his old clothes. He carefully 
folded his traveling clothes and stored them in his bag, wondering when he 
would need them again. For several minutes, he looked at his silver dagger, 
unwilling to put it away. He thought once more of his friends in Vargland and the 
amazing adventures he’d had. With a sigh, he slipped the beautiful dagger into 
his bag, and put this adventure away with it. 


Looking at the mirror, he saw himself exactly as he had been the afternoon 
he’d walked into Mr. Clutter’s shop. The only difference was that now he carried 
a leather bag over one shoulder. 

“Well, you do look different,” commented Thrang, eyeing him as he emerged 
from the changing room. 

“Not as scared as he looked the first time we saw him,” Arconn added. 

“And not as doubting either,” said Alex. “I’d like to thank you both for 
choosing me.” 

“Haven’t you learned anything?” Thrang laughed. “We didn’t choose you—it 
was the sign.” 

“T know, I know,” said Alex, laughing as well. 

It took a long time for him to say good-bye to Thrang, Arconn, and Bregnest. 
Alex felt sad as he walked to the front door of the shop alone. His friends waved 
as he opened the door, and he turned to say one last good-bye. 

“Go on, then,” Thrang said loudly. “You’ve got work to do, remember.” 

Alex raised his hand and then stepped through the door and back onto Sildon 
Lane. He turned his steps toward the Happy Dragon, wondering if he should tell 
Mr. Roberts about his adventure. He had no idea how he could possibly explain 
it all, so in the end, he decided not to say anything at all. 

As he walked toward the tavern, Alex realized he was really happy to be 
home. He would miss his new friends and the fun he’d had on his adventure, but 
he belonged here too and he was glad to be back. When he reached the back 
door of the tavern, he wasn’t surprised to find Todd waiting for him. 

“Sorry about the glasses, Alex,” he said, smiling weakly. “Didn’t mean for 
Dad to yell at you.” 

“Tt’s all right,” said Alex, returning the smile. 

“Hey, where’d you get this?” Todd asked, noticing Alex’s magic bag and 
reaching his hand out to touch it. 

“Leave it!” Mr. Roberts boomed so loudly that both Todd and Alex jumped. 

Mr. Roberts stood behind Todd looking at Alex with a stunned expression on 
his face and rubbing his hands together nervously. 

“Todd, go help in the kitchen,” Mr. Roberts ordered. “Alex, you come with 
me.” 

Alex wondered if Mr. Roberts was still mad about the broken glasses. He 
remembered how loudly his stepfather had yelled so long ago, and then he 
reminded himself that it hadn’t been that long ago, it had only been earlier today. 

Following his stepfather, Alex climbed up the stairs to the second floor of the 
tavern to Mr. Roberts’s study. Alex was uncomfortable, because normally neither 
he nor Todd was allowed in this room. 


Mr. Roberts closed the door behind them, moved to his desk, and turned to 
look at Alex as he sat down. For what seemed a long time, Mr. Roberts didn’t 
say anything at all. 

“So,” he finally said. “You’ve been on an adventure then.” 

Alex’s jaw dropped and his eyes grew to twice their normal size. How could 
Mr. Roberts possibly know about his adventure? 

Mr. Roberts smiled, laughing at Alex’s stunned look. He got up and walked to 
the closet, continuing to chuckle to himself as he went. Unlocking the door, he 
removed two items from the top shelf—items Alex instantly recognized as 
magic bags. 

“Your mother insisted that I never encourage you,” said Mr. Roberts, 
returning to his seat. “Thought I might give you wild ideas and send you off on 
dangerous adventures.” 

“What are you talking about?” 

“I suppose I should tell you everything, but it’s quite a long story,” Mr. 
Roberts said. “For now, Pll tell you that I was once an adventurer. Never went 
on many adventures, though, and never had a great deal of luck finding treasure. 
Your dad . . . now he was an adventurer.” 

“My father was an adventurer?” Alex asked, almost numb from the 
information Mr. Roberts was telling him. 

“Of course,” said Mr. Roberts. “A great adventurer if ever there was one. In 
the end, though, his luck ran out. That’s why your mother asked me never to tell 
you about it.” 

“She didn’t want me to know about my father?” 

“Not until you were ready,” Mr. Roberts replied. “She didn’t know you would 
be an adventurer, and if you weren’t, how could she tell you about your dad?” 

“T see,” said Alex, a thousand new questions racing through his mind. 

“Your dad was sick when he got back from his last adventure. I never thought 
sickness would get him. Trolls, maybe, or goblins, but never sickness,” Mr. 
Roberts said sadly. “After your dad crossed the wall, your mom came and stayed 
here. I had been close to both your mom and dad so I agreed to play the part of 
your stepfather. I knew your mom loved your dad too much to ever marry again. 
But I also knew she needed someone to help look after you, and well . . . it was 
the least I could do for my friends.” 

“But...” Alex stammered. 

“T know it’s a lot to take in all at once,” said Mr. Roberts, nodding. “Going on 
your first adventure, then finding out your dad was an adventurer, too. Now that 
you’ve been 
chosen, I suppose I need to give you this.” 


Mr. Roberts held out one of the magic bags from the closet. Alex looked at 
the bag, then at Mr. Roberts, then at the bag again. 

“Tt was your father’s,” said Mr. Roberts with a smile. “You’re his heir, so the 
bag—and what’s in it—belongs to you.” 

“Shouldn’t I be offering you a reward for returning it?” Alex asked. 

Mr. Roberts smiled. “I see you’ve learned about returning lost bags.” 

“Yes,” said Alex. 

“That’s good,” said Mr. Roberts. “But you don’t need to offer a reward for 
this bag because it was never lost. After all, your dad came home and 
everything. I’ve just been keeping it for you.” 

“Do you know what’s in it?” 

“No, I don’t,” answered Mr. Roberts, scratching his chin thoughtfully. “The 
bag didn’t belong to me. Your mom told me the passwords before she... well . . 

“Died,” Alex said softly. 

Mr. Roberts nodded. “It’s time for you to accept your father’s bag.” 

“But—” Alex started. 

“But nothing. Your parents would be proud to know you had been chosen and 
have gone on an adventure without any help or encouragement. Your mom only 
insisted on not telling you because she didn’t want you to be disappointed. You 
know, if you weren’t chosen.” 

Alex smiled at Mr. Roberts as he took his father’s bag and listened to the 
passwords. This was something he had never expected, not even in his wildest 
dreams. Now he was excited to tell Mr. Roberts everything that had happened to 
him and everything he had learned on his adventure. 

“We’ve got plenty of time,” said Mr. Roberts. “And I have a few tales for 
you, about your dad and the things he did.” 

“May I ask you something, sir?” Alex asked. 

“Anything at all,” Mr. Roberts replied. 

“Pm not sure how the choosing works, but since my dad was an adventurer 
and I was chosen, does that mean that Todd will be an adventurer too?” 

“I don’t know,” replied Mr. Roberts, considering the question. “He doesn’t 
really seem the type, and anyway, it doesn’t seem to happen just because your 
father or mother were adventurers. I don’t think anyone knows exactly how the 
choosing works.” 

Alex nodded, wondering if Mr. Roberts had ever told Todd about any of his 
adventures. 

“T suspect you’ve got things to do,” said Mr. Roberts as he moved toward the 
door. “You’ll probably spend the rest of the day taking a look at your father’s 


bag. You can tell me about your adventure another time.” 

Alex sat thinking for a long time. Of all the surprises he’d had on his first 
adventure, this was the biggest and the best. Excitement flooded him as he held 
his father’s magic bag in his hands and softly spoke the magic word that would 
let him enter. He was about to discover something about the father he’d never 
known, and he thought that this might be an even better adventure than the one 
he had just finished. 


Reading Guide 


1. At the beginning of the story, Alex wishes for a different life. Have you 
ever wished for a different life? Have you ever wished that you could be 
somebody else? Who would you like to be? 


2. If you suddenly had a chance to go on a great adventure like Alex, would 
you go? Would you be afraid? Would you want to take someone with you? Who? 


3. Arconn tells Alex that if he doesn’t go on the adventure he will regret it for 
the rest of his life. Why do you think he would regret it? Are there things in your 
life that you regret not doing? How about things that you have done that you 
regret now? 


4. Early in the story, Andy is warned to be careful of his curiosity. Why 
should we be careful of our own curiosity? Are there things that you are curious 
about that might be dangerous? 


5. Alex is told that where there is power there is also accountability. What 
kinds of things in your world could be considered power? What kind of 
accountability is there for the powers you’ve been given? 


6. It takes a long time for Alex to really believe in magic. Are there things in 
your world that you find hard to believe in? Are there things you believe now 
that you didn’t believe when you first learned about them? 


7. When Alex fights the three-legged troll everything turns out well, but he is 
still punished. Is it fair for Alex to be punished? Have you ever broken rules to 
do something you know is right? 


8. Iownan tells Alex that she can only see possibilities. Do your friends and 
families sometimes see your possibilities better than you do? 


9. Iownan asks each of the adventurers to promise to return the lost crystal of 
the tower to her. Why do you think Iownan would make that request? Have you 
ever had to keep a promise that somebody else made? 


10. Eric Von Tealo can only give his word that the story he’s told the 
adventurers is true. Would the people who know you be willing to accept your 
word? How important is it to have a reputation for being honest? 


11. When Alex faces the wraiths at the ruins of Aunk he is tempted to do 
what they say. Have you ever been tempted by someone? Have you ever been 
tempted by something you wanted? 


12. The wraiths tell Alex that they are his friends, and that they will help him 
become great if he helps them first. Has anyone ever promised to be your friend 
if you did something for them first? Are they still your friend? 


13. Alex crosses the wall into the dangerous shadow lands to help his friend 
Tayo. How far would you be willing to go to help your friends? How far would 
your friends go to help you? Should there be a limit to how far you go? 


14. On the journey home, Alex and his friends take the time to remember Eric 
Von Tealo. They make sure that his grave is marked and that his name will be 
remembered. How important is it to remember people who have helped you? If 
the people who helped you aren’t around any more, is it still important to 
remember them? Why? 


15. When Alex returns home he is surprised to discover that his own father 
was once an adventurer. Have you ever discovered things about your parents that 
surprised you? Have you ever tried to find out about things your parents did 
when they were your age? 


16. Arconn tells Alex that all words have power. Words can sometimes hurt 
us, and sometimes words can make us feel good. How do you use your words? 
Have you ever hurt someone with your words? 


17. How is reading a book like going on an adventure? How many book 
adventures have you been on? What have you learned from your adventures? 
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Chapter One 


Wizard in Training 


A cool breeze stirred the curtain by the open window. Alex watched the slow, 
swaying movement of the cloth for a moment before forcing his tired mind to 
focus. Standing up with some difficulty, he stretched, then turned off the lamp on 
the table he used as a desk. It had been a long day, but as tired as he was, Alex 
didn’t want to sleep. 


“Foolish,” Alex said as he moved toward his bed. 

It was foolish not to sleep, foolish not to let his body rest. There was nothing 
to fear, not here at home. He knew his dreams—even his nightmares—might be 
important, but he didn’t know what, if anything, they meant. 


“The dreams won’t come tonight,” Alex told himself as he dropped onto his 
bed. 


He only half-believed his own words. The dreams had been random, waking 
him at least once a week. The last one had been only three days before, and Alex 
hoped for an uneventful night. Reaching out, Alex turned off the light beside his 
bed. He let himself relax, clearing his mind of worries, and slowly let sleep take 
him. 

Almost immediately, Alex found himself walking along a familiar, narrow, 
dark corridor. Shadows danced in the flickering light of the few torches that were 
hanging from the walls, creating the illusion of movement. For a moment Alex 
felt that he was inside some living thing, the walls moving around him like some 
giant creature was breathing. But the dream was entirely silent, and that troubled 
him. 

He knew where he was—this dimly lit corridor had haunted his dreams for 
months—and he knew where he had to go. Slowly Alex started forward, 
following the line of torches deeper into the unknown. He walked for what felt 
like hours, and with each step the silence pressed a little closer, making it harder 
for him to breathe. 


Eventually, a chamber appeared in front of him just as it always did, empty 
except for an enormous mirror in the center of the room. Reluctantly Alex 
moved toward the mirror, afraid of what it would show him yet knowing he 
would look anyway. A reflection appeared slowly, as if it, too, was afraid to look 
out of the mirror. 


This time, though, it wasn’t a single image that appeared in front of him, but 
two. Alex’s breath caught in his throat, and he had to force himself to breathe. 
The two images were both of him, but one image was true, reflecting him as he 
was, while the other image was different, an older version of Alex. After a 
moment the two reflections separated, the older to the left side of the mirror, the 
younger disappearing to the right, out of his line of sight. 


Alex stepped closer to the mirror, trying to see where the images had gone, 
but the surface was blank. He lifted his hand, and as he touched the mirror, the 
glass rippled like water under his fingers. Without thinking he pushed himself 
through the liquid surface of the mirror. As he stepped through, he discovered 
that the mirror was still in front of him, but now he was surrounded by other 
mirrors as well. 


Panic clawed at the back of Alex’s mind, but he couldn’t run, he could only 
turn and look into the mirrors around him. Most were empty, reflecting only 
darkness back at him, but two mirrors held images of himself. On his left, the 
older Alex walked slowly away. To his right, his true reflection looked back at 
him. 

Alex faced his true reflection and reached out to touch the mirror. His hand 
passed through the watery surface, and at his touch all the mirrors around him 
collapsed, the water dropping to the stone floor and vanishing into the cracks. 


Doors appeared on either side of the chamber, and a large double door 
seemed to emerge out of the floor at the far end. 


Alex moved to the middle of the room. Standing with his eyes partly closed, 
he listened for any sound, anything that would help him understand why he was 
there or know what to do next. A cold breeze blew across his face. It came from 
the direction of the double doors, and he took it as a sign. He moved to the 
doorway, reaching out for the glimmering, gold doorknob. Then he stopped, his 
hand shaking slightly. He could feel evil and hate waiting behind the doors. Not 
just waiting, waiting for him. 

Alex froze. He didn’t want to know what was behind those doors, and yet a 
sudden need filled him, an urgency and the knowledge that time was running 
out. He feared whatever was waiting for him behind the doors, but something in 
his mind told him that he had to face his fears. He had to confront the evil that 
was waiting for him. If he turned back now—if he gave in to his fear—then his 
future would vanish like the water from the mirrors. It took all the strength he 
had to lift his hand and push open the doors. 


Everything went dark as he moved through the doorway, and his feet found 
only emptiness. Alex tumbled into the darkness, his voice screaming that it 
wasn’t fair, anger and frustration racing through his mind. Laughter answered his 
protests, a laughter that filled his mind with rage and his bones with ice. There 
were no answers here; there was only the laughter and the endless falling into 
darkness. 


Alex woke with a start. 


For a moment he was lost, and then he had to fight to get free of his blankets. 
Alex fumbled with the lamp beside his bed, knocking things over in his hurry to 
turn on the light. Finally, feeling panicked that he was really still asleep, the light 
came on. 


Rubbing his eyes, Alex twisted around and sat on the edge of his bed. He 
glanced at the clock on the wall and saw that it was 4:30 a.m. For a minute he sat 
there, looking around the room, making sure that he wasn’t in another dream. 


Staggering to his feet, Alex moved to his desk. He dropped into the swivel 
chair, turned on the lamp, and pulled a large notepad toward him. Checking his 
calendar, he scribbled the date on the notepad, followed by the time. For a long 
moment he paused, and then he slowly started to write everything he could 
remember about the nightmare he’d just had. 

x OK OK 


Alexander Taylor was not what he appeared to be. Most people thought Alex 
was a normal sixteen-year-old boy, but they were wrong. Alex was—among 
other things—an adventurer. 


Six months ago, Alex had indeed been what people expected him to be: 
normal. But that had all changed when he had accidentally wandered into the 
adventure shop belonging to Mr. Cornelius Clutter. After entering Mr. Clutter’s 
shop, Alex had become part of a great adventure, and that experience had 
changed everything he thought he knew. While on his adventure he had learned 
all kinds of new things, but perhaps the strangest thing of all was that he had 
learned he was an untrained wizard. 

When Alex had come home from his first adventure—on the same afternoon 
that he had left—he was shocked to learn that his stepfather, Mr. Roberts, knew 
all about adventures and magic. Not only that, but Mr. Roberts told Alex that his 
father had been an adventurer as well. 


That had been six long months ago, and almost everything in Alex’s life had 


changed. His stepbrother, Todd, had gone off to college, and Alex no longer had 
to wash dishes or help in the kitchen, or even clean up once the customers at the 
tavern had left. In fact, the only things Alex really had to do were study and 
practice magic. 


Learning magic sometimes required open spaces in order to keep things from 
getting out of hand. Alex smiled as he remembered the first time he’d tried to 
summon a magical wind. He’d ended up blowing everything in his old bedroom 
into a giant mess. To make things easier for Alex, and to help prevent problems 
like the mess in his bedroom, Mr. Roberts had cleared the third floor of the 
tavern and given the space entirely to his stepson. 


This morning Alex was grateful for the privacy. He leaned back in his chair 
and reviewed the details he had written down about his dream. His teacher, 
Whalen Vankin, had told Alex that the dreams he was having might be warnings. 
“Dreams are often more than they appear to be,” Whalen had said in his letters. 
“As your power grows, you will have many dreams, and many nightmares. You 
would be wise to pay attention to both.” 


Alex wondered when he would be able to meet the great wizard face to face. 
Whalen was perhaps the greatest wizard alive, and he had agreed to take Alex as 
his apprentice. Unfortunately, Whalen was currently on an adventure of his own, 
so Alex was stuck at home waiting, learning magic by magical mail. 


Whalen had sent Alex several books about magic—some of which could only 
be read by moonlight—and several small magical objects as well. He had also 
sent a letter instructing Alex about what he should do and what he should try to 
learn. Whalen had warned him not to join any more adventures, at least not until 
they had met in person. 


Alex was learning a lot, but he hated waiting for a new adventure. It was hard 
for him to imagine what was taking Whalen so long. And apart from waiting, 
there were other things that annoyed him. Though his first adventure had taken a 
year and a half, he’d come home as his fifteen-year-old self. He wasn’t as strong 
as he remembered being, or as tall, or anything else. He felt trapped in his own 
small, weak body. 


Being smaller and weaker than he remembered wasn’t the worst thing about 
being home. What really annoyed him was the way people treated him. On his 
adventure, Alex had been treated as an equal. His fellow adventurers were 
always willing to listen to his opinions and ideas. Here, at home, there were few 
people who even pretended to listen to a sixteen-year-old. Some people would 


smile politely and nod, but if anything that was more frustrating than the people 
who simply ignored him. 

Alex tried hard to push his frustrations away, but it wasn’t always easy. He 
often found himself becoming angry for almost no reason at all. Whalen had 
warned him it would be hard to control his emotions—anger most of all—and 
Alex was working hard to keep his emotions from running away with him. 


Sighing, Alex realized he wasn’t going to be able to go back to sleep. At least 
not for a while. Pushing aside the notepad, he reached for his magic bag and 
whispered into the top. As soon as he had finished speaking, a second magic bag 
appeared in his hand, a bag that had once belonged to his father. Setting his own 
bag aside, he whispered the password that would allow him to enter his father’s 
bag. 

After returning home from his first adventure, Alex had spent a lot of time 
searching the bag and, with Mr. Roberts to answer his questions, he felt like he 
was finally getting to know his father. 


There were the things he’d expected to find in his father’s bag: stored food, a 
bedroom, clothes, a treasure room that was at least as large as his own, and lots 
of other things that adventurers would find helpful or useful. But then there were 
the things he had not expected to find. His father had a surprisingly large library, 
sculptures of different creatures, maps of places Alex had never heard of or even 
read about, a kitchen big enough to cook for a hundred people, and a room that 
was set up like a blacksmith shop. 


“Your father was a gifted smith,” Mr. Roberts had said when Alex had 
questioned him about the workroom. “He won lots of awards for the weapons 
and armor he made. He also made all kinds of jewelry—trings, necklaces, 
brooches, and such. Never sold any of it as far as I know; he used to give the 
pretty things away to friends, or sometimes to people who helped him on an 
adventure.” 


Once inside the bag, Alex headed directly for the workroom. Whalen had 
suggested, more than once, that he find a hobby; something to take his mind off 
waiting. Something that had nothing at all to do with magic. Making things with 
his hands, not with magic, seemed like a perfect hobby. There were plenty of 
books in the workroom to get him started, as well as piles of his father’s notes. 

Alex was walking past the large stone dragon statue that stood next to the 
workroom door, when he noticed something he was sure he had never seen 
before. A golden chain was dangling from the dragon’s mouth. 


Curious, he looked at the chain for a minute, wondering where it had come 
from. He could feel magic near the dragon’s head, an old spell with little power. 
He’d never felt magic like that before, so he carefully reached out and touched 
the chain. Nothing happened. He pulled gently on the chain, ready to let go of it 
if he felt the magic change, and he heard something move inside the dragon’s 
mouth. As the chain moved inch by inch, the mouth of the dragon slowly 
opened. A pendant attached to the chain dropped out of the dragon’s mouth 
where a rolled-up piece of paper now appeared. 


Slowly Alex reached for the paper, half afraid that the mouth would snap shut 
on his hand, or worse, close before he could get the paper out. The dragon’s jaws 
didn’t move, and the old magic he had felt was fading, its purpose fulfilled. 
Carefully unrolling the paper, his jaw dropped open as he started to read. 


My son, 


I cannot tell you all that I would wish in this short note. I have left this 
pendant for you, not to wear, but to study. The ancient symbol on the 
pendant is an important one, with great meaning to those who know what it 
is. All I can say is that you may freely trust any person who wears this 
symbol or a pendant like this one. Do not wear this pendant yourself, but 
remember it. Do not ask questions about the symbol unless you meet a 
person who wears it. I hope, in time, that you will learn more and 
understand why I cannot explain more to you. 


Your loving father, Joshua 


Alex was dumbfounded. He looked at the pendant, and then read the note 
again just to make sure he wasn’t imagining things. He looked at the dragon, 
whose mouth remained open as if it had always been that way. His head spun 
with excitement, and for several minutes he wasn’t sure what to do. 


Wildly at first, and then with more control, Alex sent his magic searching. If 
his father had left him one magically hidden message, maybe he had left others. 
He searched every comer of the bag, and then to make sure he hadn’t missed 
anything, he searched again. There was no magic to be found, no hidden 
compartments or doors, nothing. If there were other messages for him, his father 
had hidden them very well, and all he could do was wait until they were ready to 


be discovered. 


Disappointed that he hadn’t found more, Alex turned his attention to the 
pendant in his hand. It was made of gold and silver, and it looked like a small 
flower or a blossom of some kind. He tried to remember if he’d ever seen 
anything like it before. Nothing came to mind, but he had never paid much 
attention to the jewelry that others wore. He focused on the pendant for a few 
more minutes, promising himself that he would remember it if he ever saw it 
again. 

Finally, Alex looped the chain over the dragon’s head, letting the pendant 
hang around the neck of the statue. His father had left him a message, and he 
would remember it. He had questions, and in time he hoped he would find the 
answers, but he wasn’t going to find them in his father’s bag, and he wasn’t 
going to find them today. 


x OK OK 
“You look tired,” Mr. Roberts commented when Alex sat down for breakfast. 
“Another nightmare,” Alex replied. 
“T guess that goes with being a wizard.” 
“Tt’s not so bad,” said Alex, trying to be casual. 
“Bad enough, it would seem. What does Whalen have to say about it?” 


“He says that dreams can sometimes be warnings and that I should try to 
remember them.” 

“Well, it’s good to have a warning, even if you lose some sleep.” 

“Tt would be, if I knew what the nightmare was about,” Alex replied in a 
resentful tone. “The dreams are always so mixed up, it’s hard to know what any 
of it means. Or even if it means anything at all.” 

“Don’t let it get to you, Alex. I’m sure yov’ll understand the dream in time,” 
said Mr. Roberts. “It takes time to understand most things after all.” 

“T just hope the warning isn’t for something that’s going to happen today,” 
said Alex. 

“I doubt it,” Mr. Roberts replied with a chortle. “Why don’t you have some 
breakfast and then get a few more hours of sleep. If a dragon turns up, Pll be 


sure to wake you.” 
x OK OK 


It was nearly noon when Alex woke up again. He still felt a little tired, but he 


rolled off the bed and stretched just the same. There were things he needed to do, 
and he wasn’t going to let his bad dreams stop him. 


Sitting down at his table, Alex looked at the notepad he’d used the night 
before. What he remembered from the nightmare didn’t make any more sense to 
him now than it had when he’d written it down. He was sure it must be a 
warning, but the broken bits of his dream were impossible to piece together no 
matter how hard he tried. 


“Just have to pay attention and keep my eyes open,” Alex said to himself as 
he tossed the pad back onto the table. 


A small popping sound and a loud ding interrupted his thoughts. 


Looking around, Alex saw a yellow bowling-pin shaped creature with a red 
zigzag line around its middle standing on the far edge of the table. The geeb was 
balancing on its single birdlike leg, waiting for him to say something. 


“Hello,” said Alex in surprise. 

“Ding,” the geeb replied, its head changing into the shape of a small bell. 
“Do you have a message for me?” Alex questioned. 

“Ding!” 

“Can I have the message, please?” 


“Ding,” replied the geeb and an envelope appeared from what Alex always 
thought of as the geeb’s mouth. 

“Thank you,” said Alex. 

“Ding!” 

“Have you been paid?” 

“Honk.” The geeb’s head took the shape of a small bicycle horn. 

“Hang on a moment,” said Alex as he opened the letter. “Let me see what this 
is, then Pll pay you.” 

“Ding!” 

Alex recognized Whalen’s handwriting on the front of the envelope, and he 
felt certain that this would be another long letter explaining magic, answering 
questions, and telling him what he should study next. To his surprise, however, 
the envelope contained only a short message and no instructions at all. 


Dear Alex, 


Have just heard about a new adventure our friend Silvan Bregnest is 
putting together. He is in a bit of a rush and has asked me for permission to 
take you along. As the adventure is happening in Norsland, I thought you 
might like to go. 


I will expect you to keep up with your studies while you’re away and to 
keep me informed of your activities. If you promise to send me a report 
every two weeks, I think you should join Bregnest on this adventure. 


Yours in fellowship, Whalen 


P.S. I believe Bregnest will be sending you a geeb shortly. Good luck, 
and remember to keep me up to date. 


Alex was stunned for a moment. His chest felt like a large balloon had 
inflated inside of him, and he thought he might float away with happiness. He 
had been waiting for months, and now Whalen had said he could go on another 
adventure. Better yet, Whalen had even picked an adventure for him to join. And 
best of all, his friend Bregnest would be leading the adventure. It was much 
more than Alex had dared to hope for. He was so distracted that he almost forgot 
about the geeb standing on the edge of his table. 

“Ding!” 

“Oh, sorry. Can you take a reply back to Whalen?” Alex asked as he reached 
for a piece of paper. 

“Ding!” 

Alex thought for a moment, and then wrote a quick reply to Whalen. He 
reviewed the page once before folding it and putting it in a new envelope, 
writing Whalen’s name as neatly as he could on the outside. 


“Can you take this to Whalen Vankin?” Alex asked the geeb again, wanting to 
make sure it would deliver the message to the right person. 


“Ding,” the geeb answered, but made no move to accept Alex’s letter. 
“Oh, yes, your payment. Sorry about that.” 


Alex retrieved a small ruby from his magic bag and tossed it in the general 
direction of the geeb. The geeb hopped into the air, catching the ruby with ease 
before landing back on the table. Once on the table the geeb produced eight gold 


coins and seven silver coins as change for the ruby. 

Alex held his letter out for the geeb to take. “If you require more payment, 
please return.” 

“Ding.” The geeb accepted the letter and then disappeared with a single hop 
on its birdlike leg and a small popping sound. 

Almost immediately, a second geeb appeared with a loud ding. 

“Do you have a message for me?” Alex asked, surprised. 

“Ding!” 

“May I have it, please?” 

“Ding!” 

“Thank you,” said Alex, picking up the envelope that the geeb had dropped 


and tearing it open. He had trouble unfolding the letter and getting it right side 
up, but once he did, a smile spread across his face. 


Master Alexander Taylor, Esq. Dear Alex, 


As you may have already heard from our friend, Whalen Vankin, I am 
putting together another adventure. I’ve written to Whalen and asked if you 
might come along. Whalen seems to think that it would be good for you to 
join the adventure, so I thought that I should send you a message and ask 
you to at least listen to the details. 


This won't be a great quest like our last adventure, but there is a large 
reward involved. If you are interested in coming, please send me a message. 
Pd like to meet as soon as possible at Mr. Clutter’s Adventure Shop to 
discuss details and the bargain. 


Your friend, Silvan Bregnest 


P.S. Andy has informed me that our friends Skeld and Tayo have both 
decided to get married, and they want you at the weddings. This won't be a 
problem for our adventure, and shouldn’t cause us any delay. 


Alex read the letter through twice, wondering when Bregnest wanted to meet 
at the adventure shop. He bit his lip, worried. Now that he thought about it, he 


didn’t remember seeing Clutter’s shop when he’d been in Sildon Lane only a 
few days ago. In fact, he didn’t remember seeing it at all since he’d gotten home. 
If the shop wasn’t still there, how was he going to meet Bregnest and go on this 
adventure? 

“Can you take a reply back?” Alex questioned. 

“Ding!” 

Alex thought about Bregnest’s note and the fact that their friends Skeld and 
Tayo were both getting married. Missing the weddings was unthinkable; he had 
to go. If worse came to worst, he would ask Whalen how to travel to Telous 
using magic. 

“Here’s your payment for delivering the message,” Alex said to the geeb, who 
was waiting patiently on the table. 

He tossed a small diamond in the air. The geeb caught the jewel easily as it 
fell through the air, and once again left a handful of gold and silver coins as 
change. 

“Please take this message to Silvan Bregnest.” 

“Ding,” the geeb answered, and accepted the message Alex had just written. 


The second geeb of the day vanished, and Alex added the coins to his magic 
bag. He was wondering if he should go ahead and ask Whalen about getting to 
Telous with magic now, or if he should wait until after he’d tried to find the 
adventure shop, when another popping sound made him jump. Alex had never 
seen so many geebs in so short a time, and he wondered what this one might be 
bringing him. 

After asking the geeb for the message and to wait for a reply, Alex sat down 
and opened the newest envelope. He could see from the writing that it was a 
second note from Whalen. 


Dear Alex, 
I’ve received your promise and intend to hold you to it. I had hoped to 
meet with you before you went on another adventure, but that has proven 


impossible. My current adventure is taking much longer than expected, and 
I have no idea when Pll be able to return. 


I know you’ve been working hard to learn everything you can, and I 


promise you that much of what you have already learned will come in 
handy on this new adventure. I will warn you, however, not to become 
overconfident. There are many magical places and people in the known and 
the unknown lands, and many of them are not as friendly as they might be. 
To be honest, there are people and powers that would like nothing more 
than to control you, or failing that, to destroy you. 


This is a dangerous time for you, as you are not yet fully trained; and 
yet, you are able to use great power when you need to. I must warn you 
again to be careful when using your powers and remind you to not let your 
emotions get the best of you. Emotions are powerful things, Alex, and you 
need to learn to keep them under control. Study hard and keep your eyes 
open for danger. Remember, you are a wizard in training. 


I will write when I can but will expect a message from you at least every 
other week. 


Be careful and have fun. 


Yours in fellowship, Whalen 


Alex thought Whalen sounded worried in his letter, and he wondered what 
exactly Whalen had meant by saying it was a dangerous time for him. His 
concerns about the note didn’t last long, and thoughts of a new adventure filled 
his mind. 

His first adventure had been so exciting, and he’d had so much fun with his 
friends. Slowly, however, his happy memories turned to darker thoughts. He 
considered what new dangers he might have to face. Were the nightmares he’d 
been having warnings about Bregnest’s new adventure? Whalen had said that 
Bregnest was in a rush to put the company together, and Bregnest had wanted to 
meet as soon as possible. It seemed that time might be running out, but running 
out on what, Alex couldn’t guess. 


Chapter Two 


The Adventure Begins 


Later that night, after the customers had left the tavern, Alex had a long talk 
with his stepfather. He told him about the invitation to join a new adventure and 
that he needed to look for the adventure shop the next morning. 

“Do you think the shop will still be there?” Alex asked, remembering the 
times he had walked past the building thinking it was just an old bookstore. 

“Tt’ll be there,” said Mr. Roberts with confidence. “Always was when I went 
looking for it.” 

“But if it’s not there, what will I do?” 

“You’ll be all right. Adventurers always seem to find it, and since you’re an 
adventurer . . .” Mr. Roberts trailed off, looking at Alex with understanding. “I 
know this is only your second adventure, Alex. Nobody expects you to know 
everything.” 

“I know, but...” 

“But you’re a wizard in training,” Mr. Roberts said slowly. “You think they 
will expect more of you. You think that it is your job to keep the company safe 
with your magic, to sense danger coming and help your friends avoid it.” 

Alex nodded. “I have magic, so I should be able to do more. I should be.. .” 

“Be what?” Mr. Roberts questioned. “If you think it’s your job to do 
everything on this—or any—adventure, you’re wrong. You will be part of a 
team. You can’t do everything by yourself, even with your magic. Do as much as 
you can, Alex. But you have to let the others do what they can as well.” 

“T like the idea of being part of a team,” said Alex. 

“Good,” said Mr. Roberts. “Being part of the team is a hard lesson for a lot of 
young adventurers to learn. I had a hard time learning about teamwork, at least at 
first. Can you tell me what kind of adventure you are joining? Where will your 
company be going? Can you give me any details at all?” 

Alex shook his head. “All I know is that Whalen mentioned it would be in 
Norsland. And Bregnest said there would be a reward.” 

“Well, if nothing else, I expect you to win some honor,” said Mr. Roberts. 
“After all, to an adventurer, honor is worth more than treasure.” 


Alex nodded. He had learned a great deal about adventurers from his 


stepfather and had a much better understanding about the true meaning of honor. 


As Alex climbed into bed, his mind was buzzing with all that had happened 
that day: the nightmare he’d had, the hidden message from his father, a new 
adventure, and Whalen’s warning about it being a dangerous time. All of it 
crowded his mind, but quickly slipped away as sleep overcame him. 

x OK OK 


Alex skipped breakfast the next morning and left the tavern with only a quick 
good-bye to his stepfather. He was so excited to be on his way that he almost 
walked past the adventure shop before he even noticed it. 


Like the last time he was here, there was a large cardboard sign in the front 
window of the shop. “Adventurers Wanted,” the sign said in bright red letters. 
Without waiting for the sign to change, as it often did whenever he looked away 
from it, Alex opened the door and stepped inside. 


“Well, hello,” a cheerful voice said as soon as the shop door closed. “So good 
to see you again.” 


“Hello, Mr. Clutter.” 


Cornelius Clutter looked exactly as Alex remembered him, right down to the 
shockingly pink bow tie that he always seemed to wear. Today he wore a tan 
shirt under his dark green apron, and his round smiling face was just the same as 
it had been the last time Alex had seen him. 

“Looking for a new adventure, are you? I’ve had some interesting proposals 
in the last few weeks. I’m sure most companies would love to have you along, if 
you’re interested.” 

“Actually, I’m looking for Silvan Bregnest,” said Alex, as Mr. Clutter started 
sorting through papers on the counter. 

“Ah, well, that is something,” said Mr. Clutter, setting down his papers and 
looking up at Alex. “Master Bregnest happens to be here this morning. He’s 
interviewing a potential candidate for his new adventure.” 

“PI wait.” 

“Very good then. Pll get you some tea—or would you prefer something 
else?” 

“Something cold if you have it.” 

Mr. Clutter nodded and hurried off without another word. Alex was surprised 
—usually Mr. Clutter never stopped talking. After a few minutes he reappeared, 
carrying a large silver tray in both hands and humming softly to himself. 


“T’ve seen the details of Master Bregnest’s new adventure, and I have to say 
I’m quite impressed,” he said, offering a glass to Alex. “Yes, quite a good quest 
this time, and the payment is more than fair.” 

“Can you tell me about the quest?” Alex questioned as he sniffed at the glass. 

“Oh, no,” Mr. Clutter replied, returning to his pile of papers. “I’ll leave that 
for the leader of the adventure. It’s not my place to be telling, after all. Still, I 
think you will be interested, and if you’re not . . . Well, there are several other 
adventures getting started right now, and most of them sound exciting.” 

Alex took a sip from the glass. The liquid turned out to be lemonade, but 
tasted both sweeter and a bit more sour than any he had ever had before. He took 
a cake from the tray and ate it while he waited. 

It wasn’t long before he heard a door close at the back of the shop. He turned 
toward the curtains that divided the back of the shop from the front, his 
excitement growing as he waited. 

“The task seems simple enough, but that doesn’t really mean anything,” Alex 
heard Bregnest saying. “And it may take some time to find what we are looking 
for.” 

“And what are you looking for?” Alex questioned, as Bregnest stepped 
through the curtains. 

“Alex!” Bregnest exclaimed. “I mean, Master Taylor.” 

“Tt’s good to see you again, my friend,” Alex replied as he allowed Bregnest 
to pull him into a friendly hug. 

“Tt is very good to see you. I’ve been explaining this new adventure to Master 
Valenteen,” said Bregnest, nodding toward a thin man who had followed him 
through the curtains. “He’s agreed to join the company, so we only need one 
more member before we can start.” 

Alex glanced at the man standing behind Bregnest, surprised by what he saw. 
The man was extremely thin, almost skeletal, but what caught Alex’s attention 
was that it looked as if the whole left side of the man’s face was badly bruised. 

“Perhaps you had better tell me about this adventure,” Alex said, looking 
back to Bregnest. 

“I was hoping you would ask,” said Bregnest with a grin. “You don’t mind 
waiting here for a bit do you, Val?” 

“Not at all. Take your time. I’m sure Mr. Clutter won’t mind if I look around 
a bit.” 


“Oh, no, not at all,” said Mr. Clutter to Val. “Would you like some 
lemonade?” 


“Come on then,” said Bregnest, nudging Alex’s shoulder and nodding toward 
the back of the shop. 


Alex turned to look at Val more closely as he passed by. Up close, he couldn’t 
see any trace of the bruises he thought he’d seen before. He wasn’t sure what to 
think, but after a moment he decided it must have only been a shadow falling 
across Val’s face. 

Alex shrugged off the thought, turning to follow Bregnest. 

“So,” Bregnest began as they entered one of the smaller rooms in the back of 
the shop, “how’s your training going?” 

“Fairly well. I still haven’t been able to meet with Whalen, but I write to him 
quite often.” Alex answered, and then quickly told Bregnest about his studies, 
and as much as he could about Whalen’s advice and instruction. 

“So, tell me about this new adventure,” Alex said. 

Bregnest nodded, settling down to business. “It seems that a cousin of mine 
has run into a bit of trouble. He is a king in Alusia, and some questions have 
come up about whether he is the true king.” 

“Tf he’s king, how can there be any questions?” 

“Well, the true kings of Athanor—that’s the area he rules—have traditionally 
carried the Horn of Moran as a sign of their nobility and right to rule,” Bregnest 
explained. “Unfortunately for my cousin, the Horn was lost about a hundred 
years ago.” 

“Lost? How was it lost?” 


“A young prince foolishly took the Horn with him on an adventure. He never 
returned from his travels, and since then, the kings of Athanor have been without 
the Horn,” Bregnest answered. “Now another family is claiming the throne, and 
my cousin needs the Horn of Moran to prove his true kingship.” 


“Can anyone with the Horn claim to be king?” Alex questioned. 

“Not exactly,” Bregnest replied in a thoughtful tone. “You see, the Horn will 
only sound if the true king uses it. A false king will not be able to get any sound 
from the Horn at all. At least, that’s what the legends claim.” 

“So your cousin, being the true king, wants to prove himself by using the 
Horn.” 


“Indeed, yes. And he has offered to pay a great deal for the Horn’s return.” 


Alex thought about what Bregnest had told him. People making trouble about 
who should be king was a problem—a problem that might start a war. Returning 
the Horn of Moran might stop the trouble, but there was no way to be sure. 


“May I ask, what adventure was the young prince on when he lost the Horn?” 


“T had to ask Mr. Clutter for that information,” answered Bregnest. “He told 
me that the prince was searching for the Tower of the Moon in Norsland. The 
tower is supposed to contain a fairly large treasure, and I believe that is what he 
and his company were after.” 


“T take it that the Tower of the Moon is not easy to find.” 


“There are maps showing how to get there. Though as far as I know, nobody 
has tried since the time of the prince.” 


“Why?” 
“Well, the path is supposed to be well-guarded. Stories suggest that a sphinx 
and possibly a griffin guard the tower.” 


“Tt must be an important treasure to require both creatures as guardians.” Alex 
knew that griffins were extremely loyal and dedicated to the jobs they were 
given. In fact, griffins were rumored to be the best guardians to be found 
anywhere, unless you counted dragons. 

“The Tower of the Moon was once a place of great knowledge and learning. It 
is said that many wizards lived there long ago, and there are legends about at 
least one wizard coming to live there again someday. We’ll be able to learn more 
about the legends once we arrive in Norsland.” 

“All right then,” said Alex. “What has the king offered for the Horn’s return?” 

“The king has offered one hundred thousand gold coins and a thousand of the 
finest horses in Alusia,” answered Bregnest. “You should know that Alusian 
horses are considered the cleverest horses in all of the known lands.” 

“Then they must be impressive creatures.” 


“Indeed they are. In fact, Shahree is from Alusia, and you know what she is 
like.” 

“Shahree is from Alusia? If she is an example of Alusian horses, then a 
thousand like her would be worth far more than the gold offered.” 

“Well, Shahree does seem exceptional, even by the standards of Alusia,” said 
Bregnest with a small grin. “And I think perhaps your own opinions about her 
may confuse your thoughts on value.” 


“If the horses the king is offering are anything like Shahree, I would find it 
difficult to sell any of them,” Alex said firmly. 


“We have not won the horses or the gold yet,” Bregnest replied in a stern 
tone, though his smile remained. “And if we do, you may not need to sell them. I 
own some fairly large lands in Alusia and would be more than happy to keep the 
horses there for you, if you wish.” 


Alex nodded. “Tell me about the bargain. How many of us will there be?” 


“There will be six of us on this adventure. Some of the company you already 
know. Your friends Andy and Halfdan have already agreed to come along.” 

“Andy and Halfdan. We’ll have good company at least.” 

“Also an elf named Sindar, who you do not know, though he knows a great 
deal about you. And Master Valenteen who is waiting with Mr. Clutter,” 
Bregnest went on. 

“And how is it that this Sindar knows about me?” Alex questioned. 

“Sindar comes from the dark forest of Vargland. When we were there on our 
last adventure, he was away on an adventure of his own. He has heard about you 
from the other elves, however, and from our friend Calysto, of course.” 

“Then it should be a merry group,” said Alex, remembering the elves of the 
dark forest. 

“Yes, it should be,” agreed Bregnest. “Now, regarding the shares of the 
primary treasure, since you are both a wizard and a warrior, I can offer you five 
shares out of twenty.” 

“I’m only a wizard in training,” Alex corrected. 

“So you say. Though I know more than you might guess. After all, you’re not 
the only one Whalen has written to.” 

“Very well,” said Alex. “What about secondary treasure?” 

“Most of the secondary treasure will be divided equally between the 
company,” Bregnest replied. “Any treasure found in the Tower of the Moon will 
be divided into seven shares. The extra share will be given to the finder of the 
Horn, or, if we find the Horn as a group, divided according to merit as I see fit.” 

“Tt all sounds good to me,” said Alex. “But it also seems you have left out a 
share somewhere. Shouldn’t the primary treasure be divided by twenty-one?” 

“T haven’t left out a share. Since this quest is to aid my kinsman, I am only 
taking one share as a warrior and three as the leader.” 


“Very well then,” said Alex, nodding. “I accept the bargain and will gladly 
sign the agreement.” 

“Before you accept, I need to impress on you how important this quest is. If 
we do not return the Horn, and soon, there could be war. We are in a race, and it 
is a race we must win.” 

“A race?” Alex questioned. “Are there others looking for the Horn?” 

“No, not that I know of,” Bregnest answered. “But we will be in a race 
against time. We must find the Horn and return it to the rightful king. If war 
begins before we can return the Horn . . . Well, then our adventure would be a 
failure.” 

“And there will be trouble in Alusia,” Alex added. “But we should be able to 
do this quickly enough. The magic of the great arch will allow us to return at 
almost the same moment we leave.” 

“Tf only that were true.” Bregnest sighed. 

“What?” 

“The magic you speak of—the same magic that let you return home after your 
first adventure on the same day you left—does not apply here.” 

“Why not?” 

“Because both Norsland and Alusia are part of the known lands,” Bregnest 
answered. “Time is constant in the known lands. It has to be or nothing would 
ever get done.” 

“Oh,” said Alex. “I suppose that makes sense. I mean, well, I don’t really 
understand.” 

“And I’m not sure I’m the one to explain it,” said Bregnest. “All I can say is 
that for the known lands, time is constant. Ten days in Norsland is ten days in 
Alusia. The magical change of time only works for lands that don’t interact with 
the known lands. Your world has little or nothing to do with the known lands, so 
it’s easy for the magic to change time a bit.” 

“T see,” said Alex. “And people are traveling and trading in the known lands 
all the time, so the magic can’t do the same thing here.” 

“Exactly.” 

“Well, that’s all right,” Alex went on. “I’m still sure we can get the Horn back 
in time.” 

“Excellent. The company will be delighted to have you along.” 


“There are a couple of things I’d like to discuss with you,” Alex added. 

“Not trying to give away treasure again, are you?” 

“No, nothing like that,” said Alex. “But one of the six lost bags that I 
recovered during our last adventure belongs to someone in Norsland. I would 
like to return it if at all possible.” 

“We will make time for that,” said Bregnest. 

“And secondly, you said something in your letter about Skeld and Tayo both 
finding wives.” 

“Tt seems they have.” Bregnest laughed. “Andy knows the whole story, so I’ ll 
let him tell you when we reach Telous. Attending the weddings won’t interfere 
with our adventure at all. In fact, it’s on our way to the Tower of the Moon, so 
that works out well.” 

“Well then, where do I sign? I can’t wait to hear about Skeld and Tayo.” 

Bregnest showed Alex where to sign the agreement and slapped him on the 
shoulder in a friendly way. Alex thought Bregnest looked almost as happy as he 
felt, and he was sure that this adventure would be a great deal of fun. 

“Val,” Bregnest called as they entered the main room of Mr. Clutter’s shop. “I 
want you to meet Alexander Taylor, our sixth member. He goes by Alex. Alex, 
this is Sedric Valenteen. He goes by Val.” 

“Pleased to meet you,” Val replied. 

“The pleasure is mine,” said Alex, his eyes searching Val’s face. There was 
no sign of any bruises, and Alex felt certain that what he had seen before had 
been a trick of the light and shadows. 

“We should be off to Telous,” said Bregnest. “The rest of the company will be 
waiting, and the midday meal will be ready soon.” 

“Gentlemen,” said Mr. Clutter, entering the room. “All set and ready to go, 
are you?” 

“Everything is ready. Will you file this for us, please?” Bregnest handed the 
adventurers’ agreement to Mr. Clutter. 

“Yes, yes, of course. And I hope this adventure turns out as well as your last. 
Oh, your last adventure was very good indeed.” 

“Which way then?” Bregnest questioned, cutting Mr. Clutter off before he 
could really get going. 

“Through the wardrobe, I think,” said Mr. Clutter. “That will put you just 


inside the Swan.” 

The Golden Swan was the finest tavern in Telous and the favorite of most 
adventurers. Alex had never traveled through Mr. Clutter’s wardrobe, however, 
and he wasn’t at all sure how it worked. 

“Oh, I almost forgot,” said Mr. Clutter, as Bregnest moved across the room. 
“Master Taylor, would you like to change your age at all?” 

“My age?” Alex asked before he remembered what Mr. Clutter was talking 
about. “Oh, I, well . . . If I could go at the same age I was when I returned from 
my last adventure, that would be nice.” 

“Right you are,” said Mr. Clutter. “Pll make a note of that. I see you’re 
already wearing comfortable clothes, very wise that, but you might want to 
loosen your belt before going, just in case.” 

“Yes, of course,” said Alex, reaching down to undo the buckle on his belt. 
“Wouldn’t want things to be too tight.” 

“Its time to go,” said Bregnest, walking to a large wardrobe that stood 
against the wall between two bookshelves. 

“Enjoy yourselves,” said Mr. Clutter, as Bregnest opened the wardrobe door 
and stepped inside. 

Val followed Bregnest, but Alex stood by the door for a moment, a strange 
feeling of doubt in the back of his mind. He decided it was just nervous 
excitement and pushed the feeling aside, hurrying to follow Bregnest and Val 


into the darkness. 
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The trip through Mr. Clutter’s wardrobe was, to say the least, very strange. 
Alex thought he knew what to expect, having gone through Mr. Clutter’s back 
door on his last adventure. This journey, however, was something entirely 
different. When he first stepped into the wardrobe, everything seemed to go dark 
around him. Then, before he knew what was happening, he found himself sitting 
in a chair inside the main room of the Golden Swan. He shook his head and 
looked around in disbelief. He had no idea how he’d suddenly gone from 
walking to sitting, and he laughed at his own surprise. 


“A bit strange, isn’t it?” said Val from the chair next to him. “I’ve always 
preferred the back door myself.” 


“T think I do too.” 
“About time you lot showed up,” said a voice that Alex recognized as his 


dwarf friend Halfdan. “Been wondering if you’d be here in time for the midday 
meal.” 


“T see your patience has not improved,” replied Alex, as he fastened his belt 
once more. 


Halfdan gave a grunting laugh, and pulled Alex into a friendly hug. Alex 
laughed as well, but before he could say anything else, he heard another voice 
calling his name. 

“T see you’ve grown a bit, Master Goodseed,” said Alex as his friend Andy 
hurried over. 


“Oh, not so much,” answered Andy. 


Alex, Andy, and Halfdan all started talking at the same time. They all had a 
great deal of news to share, and even more questions to ask. 


Bregnest stood behind them, finally clearing his throat to get their attention. 


“If you three can contain yourselves for a moment,” Bregnest began. “Alex, 
you need to be introduced to Sindar, and the rest of you need to be introduced to 
Sedric Valenteen.” 


“Our apologies, Master Bregnest,” said Halfdan with a deep bow. “We were 
overcome with joy. We won’t let it happen again.” 

Bregnest laughed and led them all into a private dining room in the back of 
the Swan. The introductions were made, and then Bregnest rang a golden bell 
that had been sitting on the table. At the sound of the bell, servants brought their 
meal into the room and then the adventurers were left alone to dine and discuss 
their plans. 


To Alex’s surprise, Bregnest didn’t start talking about the adventure they were 
about to begin. Instead he let the group talk about whatever they wanted to talk 
about, while listening to what they had to say. 


“We will discuss the adventure later,” Bregnest said, noticing Alex’s 
questioning look. “And your friends here can tell you about the rest of our 
former company—that is if you can get them to stop asking you questions.” 

They all laughed at his comment and were soon lost in conversation. Alex 
told his friends about his studies and about his father being an adventurer. He 
learned that his elf friend Arconn was on another adventure, and that Halfdan’s 
cousin, Thrang, had been made a minister in the dwarf realm of Thraxon. It was 
only when they were finishing their meal that Alex was finally able to ask about 
his friends Skeld and Tayo. 


“When did they find wives?” Alex questioned. “They’ve only been gone for 
six months. And part of that time was spent getting home, wasn’t it?” 

“Tt was on our way home,” answered Andy. “We were all traveling through 
Norsland together and along the way we had to pass through Oslansk, one of the 
bigger cities in the area. While we were there, the two of them met a pair of 
sisters.” 

“Sisters?” 

“Sisters,” Andy confirmed. “We stayed in Oslansk for a week, and before we 
left, Skeld asked the younger sister—Lilly—to marry him. That would have 
been surprising enough, but just as we were leaving, Tayo asked the older sister, 
Indigo, if she would marry him.” 

“And they’re both settling down in Oslansk?” Alex questioned. 

“Perhaps not settling down, but I don’t think Lilly or Indigo will let them go 
on an adventure for awhile.” 

“Tt seems their wealth has caught up to them,” said Bregnest. “Perhaps they 
will be less frivolous on their next adventure.” 

“They’ve planned the weddings so that we could all be there when we pass 
through Oslansk,” Andy continued. “And Bregnest has agreed that we should 
stay for the week of feasting that will follow the weddings.” 

“Tt’s early spring, and the road we must follow is still covered in several feet 
of snow,” said Bregnest. “Besides, without Thrang to cook for us, I thought we’d 
better enjoy as much feasting as we can. Though I’m sure he has taught his 
cousin here a thing or two about cooking.” 

“Indeed he has,” said Halfdan. “And I will endeavor to live up to my cousin’s 
reputation.” 


“You’re cooking for us on this adventure, Halfdan?” Alex asked. 
“Yes, I am.” 


“That’s good,” said Alex, elbowing Andy in the ribs. “I was afraid Bregnest 
would ask me to do the cooking, and then our whole adventure would be in 
terrible peril.” 


Chapter Three 


Norsland 


Once the questions were answered and news shared, Bregnest suggested that 
Alex go and check his saddle and gear that he had left in Telous. 


“Shahree will be in high spirits to see you again,” Bregnest added as Alex 
moved toward the door. “Though your separation has been longer for you than 
for her.” 


Alex knew time ran differently in the world he had lived in for almost sixteen 
years than it did here in the magical lands he had discovered. He wondered 
exactly how long it had been since he left Telous. 


When Alex entered the stables of the Golden Swan, a loud whinny welcomed 
him. Smiling, he walked over to a familiar silver-gray horse and started rubbing 
her neck. 


“Well, Shahree, it looks like you have been well cared for.” 
Shahree snorted loudly and shook her head up and down in answer. 


Alex laughed and continued to rub the horse’s neck. “Looks like we’ll be off 
again soon. I hope you’re ready for another adventure.” 


Shahree nuzzled his shoulder, and Alex could feel her excitement to be on the 
road again. 


“T see that Calysto did not say enough,” a voice commented behind Alex. 
He turned around and saw Sindar standing at the stable door. 


“The two of you are close,” Sindar went on as he crossed to stand by Alex. 
“Closer than any horse and man I have ever seen.” 


“We have shared a lot,” said Alex, turning back to Shahree. “And there is 
great trust and understanding between us.” 


“So I see. And I think Calysto must be right about you.” 
“In what way?” 


“She told me that you were more like an elf than any human she had ever 
met,” Sindar answered, reaching out and rubbing Shahree’s forehead. “And she 
said that I would be lucky to go on an adventure with you.” 


“How long has it been since you last spoke with Calysto?” 
“The new moon has appeared five times since I left the dark forest.” 


“She showed our company great kindness,” said Alex. “Myself most of all.” 

“T have heard the story, though Calysto would not tell me everything that had 
passed between the two of you.” 

Alex remained silent. 

“T will not ask you to tell me what she would not; it is not my place. I only 
thought it strange.” 

“If you knew what happened, you would not think it so strange,” said Alex, 
patting Shahree’s neck and turning to go. 

“Already you learn to speak as a wizard.” 

“Perhaps .. .” A strange feeling suddenly came over Alex, and he stopped 
short at the door of the stable. His eyes moved to the crowded streets and 
buildings of Telous, searching for something he knew he would not find. 

“You felt it as well,” Sindar whispered. “A feeling of being watched, of a 
watcher with purpose.” 

“Yes.” 

“It is gone now.” 

“But what—or who—could it have been?” Alex questioned. “It wasn’t just a 
feeling of being watched, it was something more. I just don’t know what.” 

“T think there is little danger,” Sindar replied slowly. “The feeling is gone, and 
I felt no evil in it.” 

Alex and Sindar returned to the Golden Swan where they spent the rest of the 
day talking with the other members of the company, but Alex wasn’t as 
enthusiastic as he had been. The strange feeling of being watched troubled him, 


and he couldn’t seem to shake his unease. 
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“How far is it to Oslansk?” Alex asked. 

The company was sitting down to their feast, and Alex thought it would be a 
good idea to ask some questions. 

“Perhaps a week’s ride,” answered Andy. “It may take a bit longer, depending 
on the snow.” 

“Snow?” 

“Spring is slow to come to Norsland,” said Andy. “The snow was clearing 
when I rode to Telous a week ago, but we may still find some during our 
travels.” 


“Pve heard that summers in Norsland are short,” Halfdan commented 
thoughtfully. 


“Not as short as stories tell,” said Andy. “There are almost always six months 
without snow, and heavy winter lasts only for perhaps three months.” 


“Though even the light part of winter in Norsland may seem heavy to us,” 
commented Sindar. 


“We should be fine,” said Bregnest, standing and drawing everyone’s 
attention. “Tonight we seal our bargain and our adventure begins. You are all 
experienced adventurers, so there is little I need tell you. You all know what we 
seek, and you also know the rules of adventurers.” 


“We do,” said Halfdan, scowling at his empty mug. 


Bregnest smiled at Halfdan. “I know how great your thirst can be, and I 
would not wish to keep you from quenching it.” 


“T beg your pardon,” replied Halfdan in an overly serious tone. 


“There are a few things I do need to say, however,” Bregnest continued. “The 
first is that we will buy most of our provisions when we reach Oslansk. If 
anyone is looking for a new adventure to start, they will certainly keep an eye on 
the shops here in Telous. I don’t know if anyone will be looking for us, but it is 
always better to be a little careful early than to be very sorry later.” 


“There’s wisdom in that,” Val commented with a nod. 


“You all know that we are in a race against time, but this race is not a sprint,” 
Bregnest went on. “We have some time, and we will not go charging off wildly 
to reach our goal. When I left Alusia, the harvest was about to start. Fall and 
winter are wet, muddy months, and the ground often freezes. Winter is never a 
good time to go to war, so I believe we will have at least eight months before any 
real trouble starts in Alusia. With luck, we will find success—and the Horn— 
quickly. 

“Finally, as some of you know, Master Taylor carries several lost bags from 
his last adventure. We will make time for him to return one of those bags as we 
travel in Norsland. I believe the heir to the bag lives near our planned course of 
travel, so this should not be an inconvenience to us, or cause any great delay. 
And so, we will drink to our agreement, our adventure, and for luck.” 


Bregnest rang a golden bell that was sitting on the table. At the sound of the 
bell, servants entered the room, filled mugs for the company, and then departed. 


“To the agreement, the adventure, and for luck,” Bregnest repeated, lifting his 


mug. 
“The agreement, the adventure, and for luck.” The others stood and lifted 
their mugs as well. 


“Now, let’s eat,” said Bregnest, ringing the bell once more. “We will depart at 
daybreak and begin our adventure.” 


With the second ringing of the bell, more servants arrived, bringing large 
platters of roasted meats, bowls of vegetables and gravy, and everything else the 
company might want. They ate and talked and even told a few stories about past 
adventures. Alex was soon pleasantly full, but to his surprise Val continued to 
eat like a starving man. 


“Can’t see where you’re putting it all,” Halfdan commented after pushing his 
own plate away. “Never seen anyone eat so much at one time.” 


“You sound like my wife,” Val joked. “She always comments on how much I 
eat, and then complains that I don’t ever gain weight. She says my being so 
skinny makes her look bad.” 


They all laughed at Val’s words, and after some time, Bregnest suggested that 
they should all go to bed. 


“Sleep well, my friends,” said Bregnest, as he opened the door to the room he 
was sharing with Val. “We may be in a rush to finish our adventure, but I hope 
we have many happy times in front of us, and little danger.” 


As Alex climbed into his own bed, he noticed that Sindar was simply lying on 
top of the covers. 


“May I ask you something?” Alex questioned. 
“Certainly,” said Sindar, rolling onto his side so he could look at Alex. 


“Well, I was thinking about my friend Arconn and a question I never asked 
him. I don’t ever remember seeing him sleep, and I was wondering if elves ever 
sleep, or if you don’t need to.” 


“We can sleep,” said Sindar. “We remain watchful and alert, but our minds 
rest. And remembering things long past is like sleep for us.” 


“Oh,” said Alex, pulling his blankets around him. “So you don’t dream?” 


“We dream as well. I suppose I should have said that we do not sleep like 
men, and that men may not consider our rest to be sleep.” 


“That sounds like an elf reply,” said Alex. “Thank you for telling me.” 
“Not at all.” 


Alex put out the lamp next to his bed and closed his eyes. Sindar started 
humming softly in the darkness. It was a pleasant tune—one Alex had never 
heard before—and he soon fell asleep listening to it. 

x OK OK 


Before sunrise the next morning, Alex and Sindar made their way to the 
company’s private dining room. Bregnest and Val were already there, eating; 
Halfdan and Andy turned up shortly after Alex and Sindar sat down. There was 
little talk as they ate, and as soon as they were finished, Bregnest led them to the 
stables. 


“Are you ready to go?” Alex asked Shahree as he settled the saddle on her 
back. 


Shahree snorted loudly and stamped her hoof on the floor of the stable in 
answer. Alex patted her neck and smiled. He was fond of his horse and being 
with her again made him feel good. 


When the company was ready, Bregnest led them out of the stable and into 
the streets of Telous. Sindar fell in beside Bregnest, while Alex and Halfdan 
followed them. Andy and Val were last, which made Alex feel a little awkward 
because on his last adventure he had always ridden at the back of the group. 

They traveled south, following the well-marked path to the great arch, the 
magical gateway that would allow them to enter another land. Alex watched the 
landscape slip by, thinking that it had changed little since he had last been there. 
Alex thought it felt good to be back in the saddle and riding again, then, 
remembering something from his last adventure, he turned to Halfdan. 

“Did you happen to bring some of that ancient dwarf remedy for stiffness?” 
Alex asked. 

“T did,” replied Halfdan. “And I hope it works as well this time as it did the 
last time we used it.” 

“Why wouldn’t it?” 

“Its a new batch,” Halfdan answered. “I’d just finished brewing it when 
Bregnest’s message about this adventure arrived.” 

“Does the remedy grow more potent with age?” 

“Oh, yes. Truth be told, what you had last time was almost fifty years old,” 
Halfdan answered. “Takes a long time to get all the ingredients. Some you have 
to pick in the moonlight, others on the first day of winter. Course, even if you 
can get everything else, there’s always the problem of moogosh berries.” 


“Moogosh berries?” Andy questioned. 


“They’re very rare,” Halfdan said. “And even if you know where a moogosh 
plant is, it might take years to harvest the berries. Only plants that are a hundred 
years old produce berries, and even then, they appear only once every twelve to 
fifteen years.” 


“Perhaps I should learn to brew your potion myself,” said Alex in a 
thoughtful tone. “But I would guess the recipe is a well-guarded secret, and I 
don’t know where I'd be able to find things like moogosh berries.” 


“We do keep the recipe secret,” Halfdan answered seriously. “Though that 
rule might be bent for a wizard like yourself.” 


Both Alex and Andy laughed at Halfdan’s reply. The laughter sounded good 
in the cool morning air. 


Alex wondered if all new adventures would be as bittersweet as this one 
seemed to be. He was happy to be on another adventure and glad that some of 
his friends were traveling with him, but he missed the friends who weren’t here. 


They reached the great arch easily before midday, and as they filled their 
water bags and containers, Halfdan prepared a meal. 


Halfdan’s cousin, Thrang, had been the cook on their last adventure together, 
and he was a good cook. Alex noticed Halfdan’s nervous look as they ate and 
suspected the dwarf was worried he wouldn’t measure up. 

“Thrang has taught you his secrets,” Bregnest commented, smiling at 
Halfdan. 

“Indeed, you are a master cook,” Andy added. 

“Most excellent,” said Alex. “Thrang will have a hard time getting his job 
back.” 

Halfdan bowed, blushing slightly at their comments. 

Alex smiled, knowing that Halfdan took a lot of pride in his cooking skills 
and was pleased by their words of praise. 

“And now, some final instructions before we arm ourselves,” said Bregnest, 
getting to his feet as they finished eating. 

“We will follow the standard rules for adventures. If anyone becomes lost, the 
company will search for the lost person or persons for thirteen days. During that 
time, the lost member or members will also search for the company as best they 
can. After thirteen days, the company will suspend the search and continue 
toward their final goal, and the lost member will be on his own to do what seems 


best to him.” 


Bregnest looked around at his companions, making sure they all understood 
what he was saying. 


“T would remind each of you not to speak of our final goal to anyone,” said 
Bregnest. “The details of our goal are not to be shared—not even with our 
friends or families in Norsland.” 


Alex noticed that Andy blushed slightly when Bregnest mentioned family, 
and he wondered if they would have a chance to meet Andy’s family. 


“T do not think we will run into any trouble between here and Oslansk, but we 
should arm ourselves and be prepared. Better to be cautious then to be dead,” 
Bregnest concluded. 


Once he had finished speaking, they all began taking their weapons out of 
their magic bags. Alex retrieved both his magic sword, Moon Slayer, from his 
bag and the true silver dagger that had been given to him on his first adventure. 
Fastening Moon Slayer to his left side and his dagger to his right, he looked 
around at the rest of the company. 


Bregnest carried the same weapons as before: a sword at his side, a two- 
handed sword across his back, and a round shield with a red dragon’s head 
painted on it. Andy carried a round shield along with his other gear, and 
Halfdan’s ax had some fancy gold inlay added to the handle, but other than that, 
their weapons were the same as last time. Val carried a broadsword and a dagger, 
much like Alex’s own. Sindar, however, had a long knife hanging from his belt, 
and across his back were a pair of scimitars that looked extremely deadly. Sindar 
also had a helmet of black steel, which Alex saw him return to his magic bag. 


“Ah,” said Sindar, glancing at Alex’s weapons. “I see you wear the ancient 
sword Moon Slayer. My people have said much about your sword. I hope that, if 
time allows, you will show it to me.” 


“Gladly,” Alex replied. “But I hope you will not need to see it in battle.” 


“A wise hope,” answered Sindar. “Though I must confess, I have wondered if 
the stories I have heard are true.” 


“T can tell you that they are,” Alex replied in a low tone, so only Sindar would 
hear him. “And though there is something of joy when I use the sword, I would 
prefer to keep it sheathed.” 


“I understand,” said Sindar with a nod. 
Alex was impressed. There was something about Sindar that reminded him of 


Arconn, but he seemed much older than any other elf Alex had ever met. 


After storing their water bottles in their magic bags, they mounted their 
horses once more and rode toward the great arch. Alex remembered being 
disappointed the first time he had seen the great arch. He had expected a 
beautiful stone arch, but it was only two large hills topped with white towers. 
Andy had explained that the hills were the sides of the arch and the sky was the 
top, which had only made Alex wonder why it was called an arch at all. 


As soon as they passed through the arch, the landscape around them changed 
completely. Now they were riding along a road that cut through a green meadow 
lined with tall pine trees. There was still a fair amount of snow and ice in the 
shadows of the trees, but the air was pleasantly warm. 

“A large company has passed this way in the last day or two,” Sindar 
commented as they rode forward. 

“How many, do you think?” Bregnest questioned. 

“Thirty or forty riders. Perhaps five or six pack animals,” said Sindar. “No 
wagons, and nobody was walking with them.” 

“Do you think it might mean trouble?” Halfdan asked, his eyes moving to the 
trees around them. 

“They might be traders,” said Andy. “A lot of people come to trade for wool 
in the spring.” 

“Perhaps,” said Bregnest. “As they are ahead of us and not following us, I 
don’t think there is anything to worry about.” 

They moved on without saying anything more. The sun was warm and bright 
above them, but the occasional gusts of wind were much colder than expected, 
and Alex wished he had worn heavier clothes. He could tell from the chill in the 
air that spring had only just arrived and that winter wasn’t completely gone. 
They followed the road south for about an hour before coming to a crossroad. 
Bregnest halted the company and looked at the three pathways before them. 

“Well, Andy,” said Bregnest, “which of these will lead us to Oslansk the 
quickest?” 

“The eastern road.” Andy pointed. “If we follow it, we will turn northeast and 
reach Oslansk in six days or less, barring any bad weather.” 

“Then east we go,” said Bregnest with a nod. 


It was obvious that Bregnest had known which way to go and had asked 
Andy out of courtesy. Alex tried to remember what Whalen had told him in his 


letters about courtesy and honor due to people during adventures in their 
homelands. It had all been interesting at the time, but Alex was finding it 
difficult now to recall all of the rules for Norsland. He promised himself that he 
would reread Whalen’s letters as soon as he could. 


They continued to ride until the sun began sinking behind the tall pines. A 
steady cold breeze was blowing now, chilling them as they set up their camp. 
Once everything was in order and Halfdan was busy cooking, Alex took the 
opportunity to show his magic sword to Sindar. 


“An ancient weapon,” Sindar commented, looking closely at the sword but 
not touching it. “I have long studied these weapons and their making. I can tell 
you that Moon Slayer was one of the greatest swords ever made by the dark 
elves.” 

“Do you know a great deal about the dark elves?” Alex asked. 

“T do,” Sindar answered. “Their ways of magic have always been of great 
interest to me. My own swords are also of their making, though not as old nor as 
powerful as yours.” 

“Can you tell me about Moon Slayer and how it was made? I mean, about its 
power? And how it chooses its master?” 

“T can tell you some things, but not all. There are none now alive who know 
everything about the great swords and how they were made.” 

“The knowledge was lost with the dark elves then,” said Alex sadly. 

“T believe that most of the information was lost, though there are some who 
say it is not lost, but only forgotten.” 

“Do you know how the great swords choose their masters?” Alex pressed. 

“I do not,” said Sindar in a thoughtful tone. “I do not think even the makers of 
the swords knew how the masters would be chosen.” 

“They were foolish to make such swords then,” Val commented, looking over 
Sindar’s shoulder at Alex’s sword. “To make a sword that you cannot use—that 
is foolish.” 

“Perhaps,” Sindar agreed. “But when the dark elves made these weapons, 
they were made for a specific person or a specific reason. The first masters were 
known, so making the swords was not foolish. It was when these first masters 
died or passed on their weapons that the swords began choosing their own 
masters.” 

“And what would happen if someone the sword had not chosen tried to use 


it?” Val questioned. 

“Tf the master were still alive, I believe it would be dangerous for anyone else 
to use the sword. I think the magic of the sword would turn it against anyone 
who tried to use it,” Sindar answered. “If the sword had no master, it might work 
as a normal sword, without giving its magical powers to the user. I’m not sure.” 

“Did the dark elves make other weapons as well?” asked Alex. 

“Yes, they made all kinds,” Sindar answered. “Many have been lost or 
destroyed. I believe that most of the weapons that remain are swords.” 

Halfdan called out that their meal was ready, so Alex put Moon Slayer back 
into its scabbard and accepted a plate of food. He wanted to learn more about his 
magic sword, and the other magical weapons the dark elves had made, but he 
pushed his thoughts aside, thinking that he would have time to ask his questions 
as they traveled. 

“Will your family be in Oslansk for the weddings?” Alex asked Andy as they 
ate. 

“Yes. And they are excited to meet you all. My little brother, Michael, seems 
almost ready to burst with excitement.” 

“How old is he?” Alex asked. 

“He’ll turn thirteen the day after the weddings,” Andy answered. “He keeps 
hoping Pll buy him his own horse for his birthday.” 

“And will you?” Halfdan questioned. 

“Td like to, but Father isn’t happy with the idea,” Andy said. 

“And why would your father be unhappy with such a gift?” questioned 
Sindar. 

“Oh, well,” Andy began slowly, as if considering his answer. “The horse 
Michael wants is not as tame as the horses we already have. Father thinks it 
might be too much for Michael to handle.” 

“And what do you think?” Alex asked. 

“T think Michael will get his wish,” said Andy with a sly grin. 

“Perhaps we should consider getting him a saddle to go with his horse,” said 
Halfdan. 

“Oh, no,” said Andy, suddenly looking nervous. “You don’t need to get him a 
present, that would be too much.” 


Halfdan winked at Alex, and Alex understood that he and Halfdan would be 


buying a saddle when the company reached Oslansk. 


They finished their meal with a great deal of talk, and they stayed sitting 
around the fire for a long time. The night was growing colder, but the fire was 
warm and comfortable. Alex wondered if they should set a watch, but Bregnest 
said nothing about it. 


“So tell us about Norsland weddings,” said Halfdan as the fire burned down. 
“What customs should we know about? What kind of gifts should we give?” 


Andy paused to think. “I suppose the most important thing for you to know is 
that friends of the groom give gifts to the bride, while friends of the bride give 
gifts to the groom.” 


“Nobody gives gifts to them both?” Alex asked. 


Andy shook his head. “It’s an old custom all over Norsland. Though to be 
honest, I’ve never asked why nobody gives gifts to both the bride and the 
groom.” 


“So now we have to find presents for brides we’ve never met,” Halfdan 
grumbled. 


“You don’t have to give anything expensive or extravagant,” said Andy 
defensively. “It’s more of a thank-you for the invitation to the wedding sort of 
gift.” 

“What type of gifts do strangers give?” Sindar questioned. 

“Oh, well, I don’t know. I mean, I don’t think there is any need for you to 
give anything,” Andy stuttered. 


“Tt is a poor wedding guest who gives nothing,” said Sindar. “Perhaps, when 
we reach Oslansk, I can learn more about your customs and discover what sort 
of gift to give.” 

Alex knew that, while Sindar and Val had not been formally invited to the 
weddings, they would both be included as part of the company in all the feasts 
and parties that went along with the celebrations. 


“We had best put blankets on the horses,” said Bregnest as the fire turned to 
glowing embers. “It may be spring in Norsland, but the nights are still cold.” 


They all tended to their horses and then went to their tents for the night. Alex 
was still a little concerned about not setting a watch, but he decided that 
Bregnest knew what he was doing. Letting his worries drift away in the 
darkness, he soon fell into a restful sleep. 

x OK OK 


The next morning Alex was grateful that Halfdan had brought along his dwarf 
remedy for soreness. All his muscles and bones ached when he woke up. 
Halfdan’s remedy quickly cured his pains, though it didn’t work quite as fast as 
it had the last time he had used it. 

Turning, Alex saw Andy tumble over with a surprised yell. Andy had taken 
the remedy just before Alex, but it appeared that the potion had not worked for 
him. 

“T can’t feel my left leg,” Andy shouted. 

“Oh, that’s wonderful!” Halfdan exclaimed as he rushed to Andy’s side. “No 
feeling at all?” 

“What do you mean?” Andy yelled. “My leg won’t move at all.” 

“Tt’ll wear off in a few minutes,” Halfdan answered with an unconcerned 
wave of his hand. “Try wiggling your toes, and pay attention to which toe you 
feel moving first.” 

“What?” 

“This is important, Andy,” Halfdan said in excitement. “After drinking from a 
new batch of potion, if a person loses feeling in part of their body, their fortune 
can be told by which parts start feeling things first.” 

“You didn’t mention anything about losing the use of our body parts before 
giving us the potion,” Val commented with a sour look. 

“Tt doesn’t happen that often,’ Halfdan replied, blushing slightly. “To be 
honest, I didn’t think it would happen, but now that it has ... Andy, are you 
wiggling your toes like I said?” 

“How should I know?” Andy snapped. “I can’t feel anything.” 

“Well, keep trying. It should only take a minute or two.” 

Halfdan’s prediction was correct. After a few minutes Andy’s leg started to 
move, and before long, he was back on his feet. Halfdan continued to ask 
questions about which toe Andy could wiggle first, but Andy was in no mood to 
answer. 

“I’m trying to be helpful,” Halfdan finally said. “If you’ll tell me which of 
your toes moved first, I could tell you a lot about your future.” 

“The little one,” Andy replied as his anger cooled. “My little toe was the first 
one I felt. So what can you tell me about my future?” 

“Oh, that’s good, that’s very good,” said Halfdan. “If the little toe moves first, 


you’ll have a long and happy life, filled with good fortune.” 
“What if his big toe had moved first?” Bregnest questioned. 


“Ah, well, if the big toe moves first, you’ll live to a ripe old age and have a 
happy marriage,” Halfdan answered. 


“Do all the toes have something to do with long life and happiness?” Sindar 
questioned. 


“Hmmm, now that I think about it, they do,” said Halfdan in a serious tone. 
“Still, it’s considered very lucky to have this happen with a new batch of 
potion.” 


“Lucky that the loss of feeling doesn’t last for long,” Val commented quietly. 


“Come,” Bregnest said before Halfdan could reply to Val. “We’ve got places 
to be and things to do. We can talk about dwarf fortune-telling another time.” 


The short journey from the great arch to Oslansk was a pleasant one. The 
weather remained fair as they traveled, though the nights continued to be cold. 
Most mornings there was frost on the ground when they woke up, and Alex 
knew that Shahree was grateful for the heavy blanket he put on her at night. 
More than once he thought about conjuring a magical fire to keep everyone 
warm at night, but he always remembered Whalen’s warning about using his 
powers. 

Each night after their evening meal, the company would sit around the fire, 
talking and telling stories of past adventures. Alex was beginning to feel as if he 
had never gone home at all, but had simply continued his last adventure. 


On their sixth day away from Telous, Alex and his companions reached the 
city of Oslansk. Alex was impressed with the city’s appearance, even from a 
distance. Oslansk looked like it had been carved completely from white marble. 
The large city sat on a hillside and was surrounded by high walls. The white 
buildings of Oslansk shimmered in the afternoon sunlight, looking both inviting 
and friendly to travelers. 


“My father has invited us all to stay with him and the rest of my family,” 
Andy said as they rode toward the city. 


“Will there be enough room for all of us?” Bregnest asked in a slightly 
worried tone. 


“Yes,” Andy answered. “In fact, he rented a large house where we will be 
able to stay.” 


“Then we will accept your father’s kindness and give him our thanks,” said 


Bregnest. 

“T should have told Bregnest that my father is rich,” said Andy in a lowered 
voice to Alex. “After all, he went on many adventures before settling down in 
Norsland.” 


“Going on many adventures does not always mean great wealth,” Val 
commented with a sly grin. 

“Perhaps not,” replied Andy. “But he has done very well since he retired from 
his adventures, and I know he can afford whatever we may require.” 


Alex didn’t say anything in reply to Andy’s words. He knew that Andy could 
easily pay for anything they or his family might need. After all, Andy had a huge 
amount of treasure from their last adventure together, and Alex was sure he 
hadn’t spent very much of it yet. 

The gates to Oslansk stood open as Alex and his companions rode up to them. 
The guards at the gates nodded and waved them through without questions. They 
were apparently expecting many guests to arrive for the upcoming weddings, 
and they didn’t seem to think there was any danger to worry about. 

As they rode through the narrow and busy streets of Oslansk, Andy joined 
Bregnest at the front of the company. When they reached the gates of the house 
Andy’s father had rented, Alex saw that it was more of a mansion than a house, 
with its own stable and gardens inside a high wall. 

“Welcome to Oslansk,” said Andy, as they entered the courtyard and climbed 
off their horses. 


Chapter Four 


Oslansk 


Alex and his companions looked up at the impressive house that had 
obviously been built with great care and attention to detail. They were just 
turning away to lead their horses to the stables when an excited voice shouted 
behind them. 


“Andy!” 
They all turned around to see who had yelled, and they all smiled as a tall, 
skinny boy came racing out of the house toward the company. 


“We didn’t know you’d be back so soon,” Michael said, throwing his arms 
around Andy and almost knocking him over. “Father and Mother will be so 
pleased. Father was worried that you’d have trouble, you know, finding the 
members of your company. He was afraid it would take some time and that you 
wouldn’t be back in time for the weddings.” 
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“Well, we are back in time,” said Andy. “And with a week to spare.” He 
grinned. “We were lucky to find our company quickly. And if you’ll let us put 
our horses away, I’ll introduce you to my friends.” 


Michael let go of Andy and looked around at the rest of the company, his eyes 
growing wide. Alex could tell that Michael was glad to see his brother and that 
he was also impressed that his brother had so many adventurers with him. 


“My apologies, sirs,” said Michael, bowing to the company. “I have forgotten 
my manners. Please, allow me to care for your horses. My father will wish to 
greet you and welcome you to our house.” 


“We can tend to our own horses,” Bregnest replied. “And you need not be so 
formal with your brother’s good friends.” 


Michael blushed bright red at Bregnest’s words, but his face showed how 
pleased he was. The company all laughed quietly to themselves as they led their 
horses to the stable. Michael stayed close by Andy, but his eyes watched the rest 
of the company. 


“Come, my friends,” said Andy, once their horses were taken care of. “My 
brother is correct in saying that my father will wish to greet you all.” 

Andy put his arm around Michael’s shoulders and led the group toward the 
house. Michael almost tripped as they went along because he kept looking at the 


company over Andy’s arm. 


Before they had reached the house, Andy’s parents appeared in the doorway. 
Andy’s mother seemed almost as delighted as Michael to see Andy home again, 
and she rushed forward to hug him and kiss him on the cheek. Andy blushed but 
continued to smile. Andy’s father, however, simply patted his son on the 
shoulder and then turned to face his guests. 


“Perhaps, when my son can break free, he will introduce us all.” 

“There is little need for formal introductions among friends,” said Bregnest, 
stepping forward. 

“No, I suppose not,” Andy’s father agreed. “I am Argus Goodseed, and I 
welcome you all to my house.” 


“T am Silvan Bregnest. Your kindness overwhelms us, Master Goodseed.” 


“Well said, Master Bregnest,” Argus replied. “Please, let us do away with all 
formality if you will. I am simply Argus, and that should be enough between 
friends.” 


Bregnest laughed softly and nodded his agreement. He turned to the company 
and introduced each of them to Argus. As each man was named, he stepped 
forward and bowed slightly to Andy’s father. 


“Alexander Taylor,” said Argus, when Alex was introduced. “Andy has told 
us a great deal about you. And Michael has been dying to meet you.” 


“I’m afraid that Andy has said too much,” Alex replied. “I hope I can live up 
to whatever he has told you.” 


“Pm sure you will,” said Argus. “And I doubt that Andy has said as much as 
you fear. He’s been very secretive about some of the things that happened on 
your last adventure together. 


“Now, my friends, let me introduce my wife, Azure,” Argus went on. “And it 
seems that you have already made the acquaintance of my youngest son, 
Michael.” 

“We have indeed made young Michael’s acquaintance,” said Bregnest. “And 
I’m sure I speak for all of us when I say it is a great pleasure to meet Mistress 
Goodseed.” 

The six companions all bowed to Andy’s mother, who blushed slightly. 
Michael, however, suddenly became shy and looked down at his shoes. 

“T regret that my eldest son, Lazarus, is not here to greet you,” said Argus, in 
a slightly harder tone. “He’s off wandering the city with his friends, but he will 


be here this evening to offer you a proper welcome.” 


“T should think that it would be hard to keep him at home, with such a 
wonderful city to explore,” said Bregnest. 


“Oslansk is indeed wonderful,” Argus agreed. “I suppose we should come 
here more often, but our lands are several days’ ride to the west and north.” 


Argus continued talking as he led them into the house. Rooms had been 
prepared for each of them, away from the busy and noisy parts of the estate. 
Once Alex and the others had been shown to their rooms, Mrs. Goodseed 
excused herself, but Michael remained next to Andy. 


“May I offer you some refreshment?” Argus asked. “We can have a bite and a 
drink or two, and perhaps swap tales of adventures past.” 


“A pleasing idea,” said Bregnest. “Though I think a few of my company 
would like nothing better than to go looking for their friends Skeld and Tayo.” 


“Ah, yes,” said Argus with a nod. “Andy, you know where those two 
troublemakers are. Take your friends and show them the way.” 


“Can I go too?” Michael asked in a pleading tone. 


“Not right now, Michael,” Argus answered in a kind but firm tone. “Perhaps 
tomorrow they will take you with them, but not right now.” 


Alex and Halfdan both bowed to Argus as they prepared to follow Andy into 
the city. Alex made a point of asking both Sindar and Val if they would like to 
come along, but they both said they would rather stay behind and share stories 
with Bregnest and Argus. 


Andy led Alex and Halfdan back into the streets of Oslansk, almost bouncing 
as he walked. The city was large, but he seemed to know exactly where he was 
going, and he led his friends quickly through the narrow, busy streets. 


“Well, if it isn’t Anders Goodseed,” commented an unpleasant-sounding 
voice as Andy, Alex, and Halfdan walked into a large square. All three of them 
turned to see who had spoken. 

Standing in front of a booth that sold sandwiches was an extremely fat and 
unpleasant-looking young man. Alex wondered who he was, and how Andy 
knew him. 

“Been off fighting dragons again, have you?” the fat young man sneered. The 
two companions behind him chuckled. 

“Hello, Otho,” Andy replied pleasantly. “I see you’re still trying to eat 
everything in the city.” 


Otho didn’t say anything, but turned red as he stuffed his half-finished 
sandwich into his mouth. 

Andy turned and walked away, and Alex and Halfdan followed after a slight 
delay. 

“Who is that overweight windbag?” asked Halfdan once he and Alex had 
caught up to Andy. 

“Otho Longtree,” said Andy, his voice tight with anger. “He’s the heir of 
Osgood Longtree.” 

“And who is Osgood Longtree?” Alex questioned. 

“He’s the city magistrate,” said Andy, slowing his pace and softening his 
tone. “Osgood is a good man, but Otho .. .” 

Andy didn’t finish and started to walk faster again. 

“Otho seems to be a bit of a bully,” Halfdan observed thoughtfully. 

“He is,” said Andy shortly. “He thinks that just because his father is the 
magistrate, he’s a big deal around here.” 

“T really don’t like bullies,” said Alex, looking back over his shoulder at the 
fat Otho Longtree. 

“Nobody does,” said Andy, a slight smile returning to his face. “In fact, it 
would be hard to find anyone the people here in Oslansk like less than Otho.” 

“Then why hasn’t someone put him in his place?” Halfdan questioned. 

Andy paused for a moment. “It’s because his father is such a good man and 
an excellent magistrate. Nobody wants to tell Osgood that his son is a bully—or 
worse.” 

“Someone should,” said Halfdan in a serious tone. 

“T suppose so,” said Andy. “But I think the news would break Osgood’s heart. 
Most people think that Osgood’s sorrow would be worse than putting up with 
Otho, so no one says anything.” 

“What was his crack about fighting dragons?” Alex asked. 

“T told Michael about our last adventure,” Andy answered with a shrug of his 
shoulders. “It seems he’s been telling the story to anyone who will listen—you 
know, about Slathbog and all.” 

Alex knew that Andy was proud of his little brother and pleased that Michael 
believed the story about Slathbog. It didn’t seem to matter very much to Andy 
that Otho didn’t believe any of it. 


They continued across the square until they reached a large tavern on the far 
side. The sign in front read The Dragon’s Keep. The three of them laughed when 
they saw the poor replica of a dragon painted above the name. 

“Skeld and Tayo have been staying here,” said Andy as they entered. 
“They’ve both bought houses, of course, but tradition won’t let them move in 
until they’re married.” 

“This isn’t what we ordered,” they heard Skeld say loudly. “If you can’t get it 
right, we’ ll just have to find someone who can.” 

“And who might that be?” Alex asked in a loud voice, spotting Skeld and 
Tayo standing at the bar next to a nervous-looking man. 

“What?” said Skeld, turning to see who had spoken. His eyes widened, and he 
poked Tayo in the side, making him turn around as well. 

“Alex?” Skeld said in amazement. 

“Halfdan?” Tayo echoed. 

“What—didn’t you think we’d show up?” Halfdan asked with a grunting 
laugh. 

There were no more words for several minutes as Tayo and Skeld rushed 
across the room and started hugging Alex, Halfdan, and Andy. 

“We didn’t expect to see you so soon,” said Tayo. 

“Andy said he was going to join Bregnest’s new adventure and that he hoped 
you would both be joining as well,” said Skeld to Alex and Halfdan. “But we 
weren’t sure either of you would be coming.” 

“Well, we have come,” said Halfdan. “So why don’t you finish your business 
and then we can talk in peace.” 

“What? Oh,” said Skeld. “All right, Oscar, I suppose you’d better try again.” 

The nervous-looking man at the bar nodded, looking relieved. He bowed to 
both Skeld and Tayo before moving swiftly away from the bar and hurrying 
toward the door. 

“What was all that about?” Alex questioned as Oscar ducked out of the 
tavern. 

“He’s doing a bit of cooking for the weddings,” said Tayo. “We thought we’d 
try to get some of the food we tried in Techen, but Oscar can’t seem to manage 
it.” 


“Small wonder.” Halfdan laughed. “It’s not easy to duplicate Techen food.” 


“No, it’s not,” said Skeld, looking sad. “But enough of this, let’s get a drink 
and have a good long talk.” 


Soon the five of them were seated around a table set off to one side of the 
room. They all had a great many questions to ask, and Alex found himself 
answering the same questions that Andy and Halfdan had asked only a week 
before. 


“What I want to know is how you two found women—-sisters, for that matter 
—who would put up with you long enough to agree to marry you,” said Halfdan, 
shaking his head in wonder. 


“Tt wasn’t easy,” said Skeld. 
“And Andy didn’t help at all,” added Tayo. 
“What did I do?” Andy asked in a stunned tone. 


“Its what you didnt do,” Skeld commented. “You didn’t make yourself 
scarce. Where love is concerned, two is company, three is just annoying.” 

“Well, if that’s all my company is good for. . .” said Andy in mock fury. 

“Tt seems to me that Andy was trying to help you two,” said Alex. “Or maybe 
he was trying to help your future wives.” 


They all burst into laughter at this comment, and it was some time before any 
of them could speak again. 


“Tt’s good to see you all again,” said Tayo. “We haven’t laughed so much 
since...” 


“Since we got Andy drunk and he fell off his horse,” Skeld finished for Tayo, 
and they both started laughing again. 


“What did they do to you?” Halfdan asked Andy in a concerned voice. 


“Oh, it was nothing really,” said Andy, his face turning bright red. “After 
Skeld asked Lilly to marry him, we were celebrating a little, and I had a bit too 
much to drink.” 


“More than a bit,” Tayo corrected. 
“Much more than a bit,” added Skeld. 


“Well, anyway,” Andy went on, “for some reason I thought I’d ride around 
the square, and I just fell off my horse.” 


“Fell off and landed in a water trough,” Tayo burst out. 


“And because it was still winter, when he got back inside, he was covered 
with icicles and frost,” Skeld added. 


“We thought a snow beast was coming into the tavern,” said Tayo. “I’ve 
never seen so many people run for the doors so fast.” 


“Tt seemed like a good idea at the time,” said Andy in a defiant tone. They all 
burst into laughter once more. 


“Tt is good to have you all here,” Tayo said, recovering his voice. “Especially 
you, Alex.” 


“Why me?” Alex questioned. 


“Because Tayo and I have something important to ask you,” said Skeld, 
becoming more serious than Alex had ever seen him. 


“What might that be?” 

“We would like to ask you to be our ring bearer,” Tayo answered. 

“What would I have to do?” Alex questioned. 

“You bring the rings to the wedding and present them to us at the proper 
time,” said Skeld. 

“You’ll have to wear special clothes,” said Tayo. “But Skeld and I would be 
honored to buy them for you.” 

“What kind of clothes?” Alex questioned. 

“Oh, they’re normal clothes—just all of one color,” Skeld said, seeing the 
suspicious look on Alex’s face. 


“Yes, dark blue is the customary color for a ring bearer’s clothes,” Tayo 
explained. “You would do us a great honor if you would accept. Having a wizard 
as a ring bearer is considered good luck and a promise for a long and joyful 
marriage.” 


“Well, if that’s all there is to it, I accept,” said Alex, feeling slightly relieved 
that his friends hadn’t asked him to do anything strange or magical. He also 
hoped that, for his friend’s sakes, that a wizard in training would be just as lucky 
as a real wizard. 


“You do us a great kindness,” said Skeld, standing and bowing to Alex. 
“We are once more in your debt,” Tayo added, also standing and bowing. 


“Now we must arrange for you all to meet our ladies,” said Skeld, taking his 
seat once more. 


“Bregnest must come as well,” Tayo added. 
“And the rest of your company,” Skeld went on. 
“The two of you have lost your minds,” said Halfdan loudly. “I never thought 


Pd see you two acting this way. Thrang won’t believe me when I tell him.” 
“What way?” Skeld asked with a wicked grin. 


“The way you’re both acting now,” Halfdan answered, waving his hand at 
them. “It’s as if you are both bewitched, and I don’t mind saying that it scares 


” 


me. 
“Bewitched by love,” said Tayo. 
“Bewitched by beauty,” Skeld added. 


“Andy, you should have thrown them both in that water trough,” said 
Halfdan, letting out a loud huff and then taking a long drink from his mug. 


Alex could see what Halfdan meant, but he didn’t let his friends’ strange 
behavior bother him. He thought perhaps they were both more alive and more 
serious than they had been before, and the mix seemed to fit them. 


Over a second drink they all agreed to meet the next morning. Tayo and Skeld 
would take Alex to buy his new clothes, and then they’d make arrangements for 
the entire company to come and meet their wives-to-be. With their plans made, 
Alex, Andy, and Halfdan left their friends at the tavern and started back to the 
Goodseed house. 


“They’ve changed,” said Halfdan as Alex and Andy followed him out of the 
tavern. “And I’m not at all sure it’s for the better.” 


It had been a joyful reunion, but now the sun was setting and it was time for 
their evening meal. As they walked back through the square, Alex kept an eye 
out for Otho Longtree. He’d decided that he didn’t like Otho, and if the 
opportunity to put him in his place arose, he might just take it. 


During dinner with Andy’s family, Halfdan was quick to tell Bregnest how 
strangely Skeld and Tayo were acting and how different they seemed to be. 
Bregnest listened to everything Halfdan said, but didn’t comment. 


Andy’s older brother, Lazarus, was at dinner as Argus had said he would be, 
and he was almost as excited to meet them all as his little brother Michael had 
been. It was clear, at least to Alex, that Lazarus was as proud of Andy as Andy 
was of Michael. 


After dinner they all sat around the table talking. Argus Goodseed was 
interested in their stories of adventures and news from distant lands. Both 
Lazarus and Michael sat still as stone and hardly moved a muscle while Bregnest 
told a story from one of his adventures. They all clapped loudly when he 
finished his tale. Then Mrs. Goodseed told Michael it was time for bed. 


“But, Mother,” said Michael, in a desperate and pleading voice. “Just one 
more story, please.” 


“Your mother is quite right,” said Bregnest, standing up. “It is time for all of 
us to seek our beds. We have traveled far in a short time, and we have a great 
deal to do before we will be ready to continue our adventure.” 


They all said goodnight to Andy’s family and made their way to their own 
rooms. Alex, however, did not go to bed, but sat up for some time reading his 
magic books and going over one of his father’s old notebooks. He also wrote a 
short letter to Whalen, letting him know that everything was fine. He climbed 
into his bed, still thinking of how oddly Skeld and Tayo had been acting. 
Halfdan’s comment about them both being bewitched made him smile, and he 
soon slipped into a deep sleep. 
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When Alex woke up the next morning it wasn’t because he wanted to. 
Halfdan was shaking his bed wildly and laughing at the shocked and confused 
expression on Alex’s face. 


“Come on then,” said Halfdan. “We’ve got to get your new clothes, and you 
and I have a bit of shopping to do as well.” 


“T feel like I’ve only just gone to sleep,” Alex complained, rolling off his bed 
and onto his feet. 


“Norsland nights are short in the spring and summer months,” Halfdan said. 


Alex didn’t reply as he staggered sleepily toward the basin to wash his face. 
The ice-cold water was a shock, but it woke him up better than Halfdan had. 
Looking out his window, Alex could see sunlight already spreading over 
Oslansk. 


“What’s for breakfast?” Alex asked, stamping on his boots and following 
Halfdan out of the room. 


“Mrs. Goodseed has seen to it, so come on,” Halfdan answered. 


In fact, Andy’s mother had prepared a large breakfast of fried potatoes, eggs, 
pancakes, bacon, sausage, and several other dishes that were clearly Norsland 
specialties. Alex tried some of everything and had second helpings of a dish that 
was made up of rice, some kind of meat, cheese, and a sweet sauce. 

Michael was full of questions that morning, and he couldn’t seem to keep 
himself from asking them. The members of the company tried to answer him as 
well as they could, but it seemed that every answer brought new questions from 


Michael. 


As they were finishing their breakfast, Skeld and Tayo arrived to take Alex to 
get his new clothes. They spent several minutes talking to Bregnest and teasing 
him about his being on another adventure so soon after the last one. Bregnest 
endured their teasing good-naturedly. Then he introduced Val and Sindar to 
Skeld and Tayo. Skeld and Tayo were pleased to meet them both and asked them 
to come to a feast that evening with the others. The new members of the 
company accepted the invitation and thanked Skeld and Tayo for their kindness. 

As soon as the arrangements for the evening feast had been made, Skeld, 
Tayo, Alex, and Halfdan were on their way out the gate. Andy said he had things 
to do as well and left with Lazarus. 

Once the company had separated, Halfdan asked Skeld and Tayo where they 
could buy a saddle as a present for Michael’s upcoming birthday. Skeld and Tayo 
thought it was a wonderful idea, but they also thought it would be very funny if 
Andy didn’t buy his brother a horse after all. 

“That would be terrible,” said Alex. “A saddle but no horse—what kind of 
birthday present would that be for Michael?” 

“Tt might give him something to look forward to next year,” said Tayo. 

Alex stopped dead in his tracks, looking at the shops and people around him. 
For the second time on this adventure, Alex felt like he was being watched. 
There was a strange intensity to the feeling, as if he were waiting for some 
unseen person to appear or speak. 

“What’s the matter, Alex?” Halfdan questioned as he turned to see what Alex 
was looking at. 

“Oh, sorry. I just had a feeling. It’s nothing to worry about.” 

“A feeling?” Skeld asked, a note of concern in his voice. 

“T just felt like someone was watching us,” said Alex. Then he waved his 
hand in a dismissive way. “I’m sure it’s nothing. I don’t think I had enough sleep 
last night.” 

Alex was glad that the others didn’t ask any more questions. He didn’t think 
he could explain the feeling that he’d had, and he was more than happy to let the 
subject drop. 

Their conversation returned to Michael’s saddle. Halfdan suggested that they 
buy the saddle but keep it in his magic bag. If it turned out that Andy didn’t buy 
the horse, they wouldn’t have to say anything at all about a saddle. 


“Ah, dwarfs and their cunning ways,” Skeld teased. 


They soon arrived at the tailor’s shop, and it wasn’t long before Alex found 
himself dressed in a fine dark blue set of clothes with silver buttons. The 
shopkeeper approved of the fit, and Skeld and Tayo began arguing over which of 
them would pay for the new clothes. To settle the argument, they simply bought 
Alex a second set of clothes, this time all in dark silver-gray. 

“You can wear the gray ones to the party the day after the weddings,” said 
Tayo. 

Alex thanked Skeld and Tayo for their gift and joked with Halfdan about how 
odd their friends were acting. Skeld and Tayo shrugged off any comments on 
their strange behavior as they led the way to a shop where Alex and Halfdan 
could buy a saddle. Halfdan had an eye for quality work, so Alex let him choose 
the saddle they would buy. Once the saddle was safely in Halfdan’s magic bag, 
the four friends wandered back into the streets of Oslansk. 

“Are there any dwarf smiths here in Oslansk?” Alex asked offhandedly. 

“Well, there’s old Elwig—but he does jewelry more than weapons,” Tayo 
commented. 

“Perhaps he can help me,” said Alex, winking at Halfdan. 

“Help you with what?” Skeld questioned. 

“Oh, nothing really,” said Alex. “Now I suppose Halfdan and I should leave 
you two, as we still have gifts to buy for the wedding.” 

“There is little need for that,” both Skeld and Tayo protested. 

“Little need for you perhaps,” Halfdan answered. “Andy told us of the 
customs here: that friends of the grooms give gifts to the brides.” 

“Well, yes, that true,” Tayo agreed. “But you are both honored guests. And 
Alex is already acting as our ring bearer.” 

“That doesn’t matter,” said Alex. “I think your ladies deserve a gift. Perhaps 
something magical that will keep you two in line.” 

They all laughed at Alex’s words, though Halfdan, seeing the nervous look 
that Skeld and Tayo exchanged, laughed harder still. 

“T don’t suppose you really do know a spell that would keep those two in line, 
do you?” Halfdan asked Alex as they walked in the direction of Elwig’s shop. 

“No, I don’t. But it will be something for them both to think about, at least for 
a little while.” 


The people of Oslansk were both friendly and helpful, and it didn’t take long 
for Alex and Halfdan to find Elwig’s shop. The shop was a large one, and it was 
filled with hundreds of beautiful items. 

Elwig was delighted to see Halfdan. Few dwarfs ever came to Oslansk, and 
Elwig was almost overcome with joy at seeing a kinsman. It wasn’t long before 
he was showing Alex and Halfdan everything in his shop that might be used as a 
wedding gift, as well as several things that could not. 

“Brooches are a popular gift,” said Elwig, bringing out a large tray of 
brooches from behind his counter. “They’re functional and practical, and you 
don’t have to wear them every day.” 

Alex looked at the brooches on the tray. Most were made of silver, though 
there were a few made of gold as well. Suddenly Alex had an idea, and he asked 
Elwig for a piece of paper and a quill. He carefully drew a picture and showed 
the drawing to Elwig. 

“Can you make a brooch like this?” Alex asked hopefully. 

Elwig studied Alex’s drawing. “An interesting idea. Yes, I think I understand 
what you want, but what would you like it made of?” 

“True silver,” said Alex in a low tone. 

“Oh, well,” Elwig stammered, “in that case, I don’t think that I can do that. I 
haven’t seen a bit of true silver in Norsland for years and years.” 

“T can solve that problem easily enough,” said Alex, reaching for his magic 
bag. Alex had received a large amount of true silver on his last adventure, when 
he’d returned the first of seven lost magic bags he had recovered. 

Elwig was stunned when Alex produced a large bag full of true silver, and for 
a moment he could not speak at all. He rubbed his eyes in disbelief, and then 
finally said that he could make what Alex wanted. 

“And if your work is acceptable, you may keep the remaining true silver as 
payment,” said Alex. 

“Oh, no, sir,” Elwig protested. “The payment is far too great.” 

“If your work is acceptable, the payment will be as I have said,” Alex 
repeated firmly. 

“You are most generous, sir,” Elwig said with a deep bow. “The work will be 
done as you request. I will have the brooches ready for you the day before the 
weddings.” 

Halfdan and Alex left Elwig’s shop, agreeing to return the day before the 


weddings to collect the gifts. Halfdan had a slightly troubled look on his face as 
they left, and Alex asked him what was wrong. 


“T think you may have offered too much for his work,” Halfdan answered. 

“Perhaps.” 

“Elwig will work night and day to make what you’ve requested. I hope he 
doesn’t overdo your design.” 

“I did say the work had to be acceptable,” said Alex. “And I think he’ll do a 
fine job.” 

“Let’s hope so.” 

“Now, what about you?” Alex questioned. “What gifts will you be giving?” 

“Ah, well, I’ve already got mine. Thrang and I had some things made before I 
left for Telous, so I’m well-prepared.” 

“Then I suppose we should find our way back to the Goodseed house and see 
what the others are doing.” 

Halfdan and Alex worked their way back through the busy streets, asking 
directions every now and then from people who were passing by. Everyone 
seemed to know where the Goodseed family was staying, and they were all eager 
to help the adventurers find their way. 

When Alex and Halfdan were almost back to the house, however, Alex heard 
a voice he recognized. He held up his hand for Halfdan to stop and remain silent. 
From around the comer came the unmistakable voice of Michael Goodseed. 

“You don’t know anything,” Michael said loudly. 

“T know that he’s not a wizard,” the voice of fat Otho Longtree replied. “He 
doesn’t even have a staff.” 

“He is,” Michael insisted. “My brother says so, and he was on an adventure 
with him before.” 

“Balderdash. If he’s a wizard, I’m an ox—and if he’s even seen a dragon I’Il 
eat my hat.” 

“He is a wizard,” Michael repeated, his voice sounding close to tears. 

Alex motioned for Halfdan to stay still as he stepped around the corner. 

Otho and four of his large companions were circled around Michael, 
cornering him against the wall. Alex saw at once that Otho was trying to make 
Michael cry, and he saw Michael’s desperate attempt not to do so. For an instant, 
Alex saw himself in Michael’s place, alone and too small to fight off his 


tormentors. 

Alex had never been bullied in his life—his stepbrother, Todd, had made sure 
of that—but he had seen others suffer the humiliation. He remembered how his 
insides had twisted when older and stronger students had tormented friends at 
school, and anger began to rise in him as the memories returned. 

“What’s all this?” Alex asked, his eyes locking onto Otho. 

“No—nothing,” Otho answered, his eyes narrowing. 

“Then I should ask if you’d like sauce with your hat,” said Alex, staring 
directly into Otho’s beady eyes. “Or perhaps it will taste better if I turn you into 
an ox first. Though you don’t seem to have enough brains to be an ox.” 

Otho’s face grew bright red, and for a moment it seemed that he didn’t know 
what to say, but he soon found his voice once more. 

“You—you wouldn’t dare,” said Otho nervously. “I’m the heir of Osgood 
Longtree, magistrate of the city.” 

“And I’m a wizard who dislikes pompous bullies,” Alex spat back at him. 
“And I don’t really care who your father is. I think it’s time for you to be taught 
a lesson.” 

“You’re no wizard,” answered Otho, but his tone was uncertain and laced 
with fear. “You don’t even have a staff.” 

Alex felt magic building up inside of him as his emotions ran wild. A strange 
ringing sound filled his ears and mind, blinding him to everything but Otho and 
his words. He would prove who and what he was and silence this overstuffed 
bully once and for all. 

Control your emotions, boy, a commanding voice echoed inside Alex’s head. 

For no more than a second Alex lost track of what was happening. The anger 
drained out of him as quickly as it had come, and when he blinked, he saw Otho 
and his friends running up the road away from him. The feeling that someone 
was watching washed over Alex like a wave and then vanished like the wind. 

“Are you all right, Michael?” Alex asked after several silent moments. 

“Ye—yes,” Michael stuttered. 

“Well, you’d better come along with us,” said Alex. “We’re just going home 
to see what there is for a midday meal.” 

Michael moved slowly, and then with a few hurried words about making sure 
lunch was ready, he ran ahead of Alex and Halfdan. 


Alex watched him go, worried that he might have scared him. 

“Clever bit of magic that,” Halfdan commented as the two of them started off 
once more. 

“What?” 

“The white flames that sprang up around you as you spoke—very impressive. 
No heat, no damage, but very bright and surprising nonetheless.” 

“I... I didn’t. . .” Alex stammered and then stopped, shaken by what 
Halfdan had said. He had almost lost control of his emotions, and if he had, he 
wasn’t sure what would have happened. 

“T’d guess that Otho and his friends will stay well clear of you from now on,” 
Halfdan went on. “They ran away like a dragon was chasing them!” 


Chapter Five 


Two Weddings 


For the rest of the day Michael continued to stare at Alex. Whenever Alex 
looked at him, however, Michael would look away. Alex wondered what he 
could do to take away the boy’s fear. 

Alex had other things to worry about, too. He’d almost lost control of his 
emotions and let loose his magic. Some of his magic had slipped away before 
the strange voice inside his head had stopped him. The voice, however, had also 
come with the feeling of being watched. Something was going on—something 
important—but Alex had no idea what it could be. 

It was late afternoon before Skeld and Tayo appeared, ready to lead the 
company to the feast. Alex followed his friends into the street, trying to be 
cheerful and not worry about what had happened. 

“Michael told me about your run-in with Otho,” Andy commented, breaking 
Alex’s train of thought. “Did you really threaten to turn him into an ox?” 

“I did,” said Alex. “And I’m sure he believed I was about to do it too.” 

“But you wouldn’t really do it, would you?” Andy asked, sounding slightly 
concerned. 

“Well, it would help if I knew how,” Alex admitted. “After all, Pm only a 
wizard in training, but Otho doesn’t know that.” 

“Wizard in training or not, I reckon you could have done it if you really 
wanted to,” Halfdan said from Alex’s other side. 

“As long as Otho believes that I was going to...” 

“I wish I’d seen the look on his face,” said Andy. “I think you’re the first one 
to ever stand up to him.” 

“I think Michael might be a little scared of me. You know, after what 
happened this afternoon,” Alex commented. 

“Oh, no,” said Andy. “I think you’re his new hero.” 
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As soon as the company reached the feasting hall, Skeld and Tayo made the 
introductions. Alex met Lilly and Indigo, his friend’s future wives, as well as a 
horde of relatives he was sure he wouldn’t remember. There was one person, 
however, that caught his attention. Cara, Lilly and Indigo’s mother, had a soft 


golden light around her, a light that only Alex could see. 


Alex didn’t have time to think about this new mystery, though, because as 
soon as the last introduction was made, the feast started. Even with all the 
distractions, Alex’s thoughts kept going back to earlier that day. He tried to pay 
attention to the conversations around him, and nod or comment at the correct 
times, but questions continued to pop into his mind. Who or what was watching 
him? Where had the voice in his head come from? And why had it come? Why 
couldn’t he see what was happening around him? 

“You seem troubled,” a soft voice said from Alex’s left. 

Turning, Alex saw Cara standing next to him. 

“Yes,” Cara said, seeing the look on Alex’s face. “I have magic. Have you not 
seen a person’s magic before?” 

“No, I haven’t,” Alex answered. “I’m fairly new to magic, and I was told by 
my teacher that it would take some time before I would be able to see magic in 
other people, or at least see it clearly.” 

“T remember the first time I saw the magic of another person,” said Cara. 
“Seeing what others are, what powers they have, is not always an easy thing. 
You see the light around me—my magic—and you have many questions.” 

“Yes, I do,” said Alex. He suddenly remembered Halfdan’s words: “It’s as if 
you are both bewitched, and I don’t mind saying that it scares me.” Could Cara 
have used magic on Skeld and Tayo so they would fall in love with her 
daughters? “And I wonder what you use your magic for.” 

“T did not use magic on your friends, if that is what you fear,” Cara said after 
a moment of silence. “I would not do that.” 

“T see no magic in either of your daughters,” Alex said, feeling relived by 
Cara’s statement. 

“Lilly will never have any magic of her own,” Cara said, nodding toward her 
daughters. “Indigo may have some magic one day—it is hard to tell. The magic 
of my family does not begin to grow until after the daughter has a child of her 
own.” 

“Then how do you know that Lilly will never have any magic?” 

“Because only girls with dark hair receive and pass on the magic. It has 
always been that way.” 

“Always?” 

“My family is an old one, and we have kept records,” Cara answered. “In all 


of our history, only those girls with dark hair have the magic and pass it on. It is 
part of the legend.” 


“Legend? What legend?” 


“Of course, forgive me,” Cara said with a smile. “You are from a distant land 
and are unfamiliar with the legends of Norsland. There is an old legend about a 
wizard and the Tower of the Moon. From my family line a wizard will be born, 
the son of an adventurer. There are many details to the story, things that have 
been added over the years, so I don’t know how much of the legend is true. What 
I do know is that one day a true wizard will come to take control of the magic 
that lives in the Tower of the Moon and use it to save his people.” 

“What magic lives in the Tower of the Moon?” Alex asked with interest. 

“Why, all magic. The tower is the center of magical power for all of 
Norsland. Without a wizard there to control it, the magic will become weaker 
and start to fade.” 

“Does the story say when the wizard will be born?” 


“Tt would hardly be a legend if it gave such useful and specific details,” Cara 
sighed. “But I am hopeful that one day the wizard will come.” 

Alex’s thoughts slipped away from Cara and the party around him, racing off 
to a distant tower and an unknown point in time. Somehow he knew there was 
trouble in Norsland, trouble caused by an unseen evil that wanted to take control 
and rule all of the land and its people. But to do that, it had to control the magic 
of the Tower. 

His thoughts shifted to a frozen plain where two figures carrying staffs 
struggled to move forward against a howling storm. His vision zoomed in on the 
figures, and in his mind’s eye, Alex found himself looking into his own eyes. 
The face was an older version of himself, the older Alex from his dreams. 

“Alex?” Cara said softly. “Is everything all right?” 

“T will hope with you for the wizard’s appearance,” Alex answered as he 
forced his thoughts back to the present. “However, if this legend is to come true, 
there is something you must do.” 


“Oh? What is that?” 


“You must tell Indigo and Lilly about this legend. And you must tell Indigo 
that she may one day have magic of her own,” Alex answered. “You must also 
tell Skeld and Tayo about this. Now, before the weddings take place.” 


“Why trouble them with this, now?” Cara asked in a slightly alarmed tone. 


“They are in love, they want to be married—why disturb their happiness?” 


“Because they have a right to know,” said Alex. “Cara, I can’t really explain 
why. I know you don’t want to upset them, but I must insist. They must know 
about the legend, or I will be forced to stop the weddings from taking place.” 


“You would do that? You would take this happiness from your friends?” 


“You see only a hope of having a wizard in the Tower of the Moon, but I see 
more. You said the wizard would take control of the magic and save his people. 
If the people need to be saved, there must be some great danger they need to be 
saved from. I will not let my friends walk into that danger blind.” 


“You saw something,” Cara said slowly. “As I told you the legend, you saw 
something.” 


“Yes.” 


“I... I never thought about the danger.” She paused, then nodded. “You are 
right. They should know. I will do as you ask.” 


“Don’t worry,” Alex said in a reassuring tone. “I’m sure the weddings will 
still take place. I just think it is for the best to let them know what their futures 
might hold.” 


x OOK OK 


That night, when he was alone in his room, Alex wrote a second letter to 
Whalen. He explained what had happened with Otho, including his feelings of 
being watched and the strange voice inside his head. He wondered if Whalen 
would be angry with him for threatening to turn Otho into an ox, and he worried 
about what Whalen would say about his near loss of control. 


It was a longer letter than normal, and Alex had a lot of questions that he 
hoped Whalen would have answers for. He asked about any legends that Whalen 
might have heard or read about the Tower of the Moon and about the magic of 
Norsland. Alex knew that there were centers of magical power in other lands, 
but he didn’t know much about them. When he’d finally finished writing his 
letter, and had sent it with a geeb, he lay awake on his bed. His mind was still 
looking for answers, but until Whalen wrote back, he knew the answers would 
not come. 


The days leading up to the weddings passed swiftly, and they were not all full 
of fun and parties. Bregnest ordered the company to pack items for their journey, 
and he insisted that they not spend all their time wandering around the city. 
Luckily, packing the food didn’t take long, and there was little to discuss about 


the road they would be following. Alex tried to find as many maps of Norsland 
as he could, but sadly none of the maps he found were any better than the map in 
his Adventurer’s Handbook. 


The day before the weddings, Alex and Halfdan returned to Elwig’s shop to 
collect Alex’s gifts. Elwig was delighted to see them again, and even more 
pleased when Alex praised the work he had done. His smile flickered only when 
Alex insisted that Elwig keep the rest of the true silver as payment for the work. 


“You are too generous, Master Taylor, I cannot,” said Elwig with a deep bow. 

“Perhaps you would consider a trade,” Alex suggested. “After all, I’m sure 
you could craft wonderful things from the true silver, and it does me little good 
in my bag.” 

“Tf it’s a trade, perhaps we can make an arrangement,” said Elwig, stroking 
his gray beard. 


After a long debate, and Alex’s continued praise of Elwig’s work, they finally 
settled on a price. When Alex and Halfdan left the shop, Alex had five hundred 
gold coins in his magic bag and a beautiful golden brooch to go along with his 
other gifts. Alex planned to give the new brooch to Andy’s mother for her 
kindness to the company during their stay. 


“You drive a hard bargain, my friend,” said Halfdan. “And I’m afraid you 
bargain against yourself.” 


“Tt’s a fair price,” Alex replied. “And I’m sure Elwig will make beautiful 
things with the true silver, so that’s good enough for me.” 


Halfdan shook his head as the two of them made their way back to the 
Goodseed house. It was obvious that he thought Alex was far too generous, but 
Alex didn’t mind. His mother and stepfather had taught him about generosity, 
and he knew that it had little to do with money. It was more about helping others, 
and giving Elwig some true silver to work with would only help the smith 
improve his craft. 


That night at dinner Alex showed Elwig’s work to the rest of the company 
and Andy’s family. They were all impressed by the brooches Elwig had made 
and with the design Alex had come up with. The two brooches were almost 
identical and were made of true silver in the shape of a dragon’s head. The head 
was edged with gold and each brooch had a large gem set as the dragon’s eye. 
Lilly’s brooch had a large white diamond, while Indigo’s had a dark blue 
sapphire. Around the edge of each brooch were eight small rubies, which Alex 
explained represented each of the members of the adventure they had been on. 


“T may have to find a wife myself if you give such fine gifts,” Andy joked, his 
voice lowered so his parents wouldn’t hear him. 

That night in his room, Alex took some time to put a spell on all three of the 
brooches he’d received from Elwig. The spell was a simple one designed to 
protect the brooches from loss or theft. When that was done, Alex took the two 
true silver brooches in his hands and focused his mind and his magic on them. 
He formed a link between the two brooches, a magical connection that would let 
him know if his friends needed him. He hoped the spell would let him know if 
Cara’s story ever came true. 
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When the wedding day arrived, Alex felt a bit nervous and out of place in his 
new blue clothes as he walked along the streets of Oslansk toward the main town 
square where the ceremony would be held. It seemed as though the whole city 
had been invited. 

Fortunately the wedding ceremony was simple, and all Alex had to do was 
offer the rings to Skeld and Tayo when they asked for them. It was after the 
ceremony, as the festivities were about to begin, that things got interesting. 

Just as Alex was sitting down, the feeling that someone was watching him 
came once more. Trying not to be obvious, he scanned the crowds, hoping to 
find the source of the feeling but there were too many people and too much 
excitement and movement for Alex to really see anything. Whoever—or 
whatever—was watching him had chosen the perfect time and place to do so. 

“T hope you can dance,” Sindar commented. 

“Wh—what?” Alex asked, his eyes stopping on a figure on the far side of the 
square. Alex thought there was something suspicious about a man wearing a 
heavy cloak on such a warm spring day. 

“Dance,” Sindar repeated and paused. “What is it?” 

“I need to check something. Pll be right back.” 

“But the festivities are just starting.” 

“This won’t take long. Enjoy yourself. If anyone asks for me, tell them that 
Pl be back shortly.” 

Alex moved away before Sindar could ask any more questions. The figure 
he’d spotted was also moving, walking slowly to the edge of the square. Alex 
tried to keep the dark cloak in sight, but with so many people it was difficult. 

Alex was certain that whoever was watching him was under that dark cloak. 


He feared that the watcher had noticed his gaze. Did the watcher know that he 
was trying to follow him? There was no way for Alex to be sure, so he readied 
his magic, just in case. 

As he emerged from the crowds, Alex caught sight of the person he was 
trying to follow. He was leaving the square, heading down one of the narrow 
roads that led deeper into the city. Alex quickened his steps, trying to close the 
distance between himself and the cloaked figure. He could feel his magic 
growing as he hurried forward, and he let a little of it move ahead of him, 
looking for possible traps. 


His magic didn’t find anything, and Alex relaxed a little. The watcher must 
not know he was being followed. Alex wondered if he should try to catch the 
stranger, or simply follow him to see if there was something more to discover. 


“Do you have a reason for following me?” A deep and strong, yet oddly soft, 
voice questioned. 


Alex spun around. The figure he’d been following was behind him, and even 
with his magic at the ready he hadn’t noticed until it was almost too late. 
Without thinking, Alex summoned up his defensive magic to protect himself 
from both physical and magical attacks. 


“Oh, very good,” said the stranger, a smile in his voice. “So fast to defend, yet 
holding back any attack until you know what you face. You’ve learned a great 
deal, young man.” 


“Who are you?” Alex demanded, a spark of anger igniting inside of him. 
“Why have you been watching me?” 


“For the obvious reasons of course,” the figure answered. “I wanted to see 
you, to see what magic you have, and to get some idea of what you might 
become.” 


“Who are you?” Alex asked again. He didn’t like being watched, and the 
answers the cloaked figure had given weren’t answers at all. Alex hated it when 
adults gave meaningless answers: “Because I said so”; “That’s how it is”; 
“You’ll understand when you’re older.” Alex had heard all those answers many 
times before. But today that kind of answer would not be enough. Today Alex 
wasn’t just another teenager asking questions. Today he was a wizard in training. 
Today he would get a real answer, whatever the cost. 


“Then again, you may get no answer at all.” 
“Wh—what?” Alex asked in surprise. 


“Control. That is your weakness. You let your emotions run wild, and you 
lose all focus.” 


With a wave of his hand, the cloaked figure brushed away Alex’s defensive 
magic as easily as brushing away old cobwebs. For a moment Alex was too 
stunned to react, but then the figure started to laugh. 


Rage surged though Alex like an electric shock. His anger blinded him, and 
his magic went wild. Without thinking, he attacked the figure in front of him, 
attacked to make the laughter stop. It felt like a thousand little needles poking 
him, a thousand little voices jeering and making fun, but anger was all Alex 
could feel. 

“Enough!” The cloaked figure said, and Alex’s magic shattered like glass. 

Alex felt as if he’d been doused in ice-cold water, water that simply washed 
away his rage. He shivered and stumbled forward, only to be caught by the 
strange man. 

“You had better learn some control if you want to survive,” the figure 
whispered, lowering Alex to the ground. “If you can’t control your own 
emotions, how can you ever hope to reach your full potential?” 

“Who... who are you?” Alex asked once more in a desperate tone. 

“Another time, young one. When you are ready.” 

“Tt was you. It was your voice I heard when I confronted Otho.” 


“Yes,” the figure answered. “You were about to let something terrible happen, 
and I could not allow that—even if that fool deserved it.” 


“I don’t understand... Why?” 


The figure turned and started to walk away, but Alex still wanted answers. He 
focused his mind, pushed away all of his emotions and questions, and reached 
out with his magic alone. 

“Wait!” 

It was a demand, not a request. Alex’s emotions were completely under 
control as he focused all of the magic he could muster toward the stranger. He 
tried to capture the figure with his magic, just as he might capture an object in 
his hand, but again he was surprised. There was nothing there, nothing at all for 
his magic to hold. The cloaked figure stopped dead, however, and turned slowly 
to face Alex once again. 


“The day may come when you can hold me with a word, but it is not this day. 
Learn your lessons well, young wizard. If you manage to survive long enough, 


we will meet again.” 
“But...” Alex started, stopping short. 


The figure that had been so solid only a moment before suddenly changed to 
smoke. As Alex watched, the smoke began to drift away, and when he blinked, it 
was gone. There was no sign of the stranger he had followed, not even the 
smallest trace of magic. Then a soft whisper came to Alex’s ear, a whisper that 
seemed to come from all around him and inside of him at the same time. 


“Be careful, young one. Evil is already close to you. If you do not learn to 
control your emotions, they will destroy you. When you send word to Vankin, 
tell him the Watchers have seen you. He will try to explain.” 
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It was a long time before Alex was even able to move. He felt completely 
drained. Slowly he got to his feet and leaned against a nearby wall. He closed his 
eyes for a moment as he tried to recover his strength. The sound of hurried 
footsteps forced his eyes open once more, and he turned to see Val heading 
toward him. 

“Alex, are you all right?” 

“A bit winded, but no harm done.” 

“Sindar said you were checking on something, and he seemed worried,” Val 
explained. “I told him I’d come find you. You don’t look so good.” 

“The emotions of the day,” said Alex. 

“Yes, of course. I’ve heard that wizards often feel the emotions of others, and 
with so many people in the square and emotions so high. . .” 

“I haven’t learned enough to control it all yet,” said Alex, not bothering to 
correct Val’s assumption. “I’ll be fine now. We should return to the party.” 

Val nodded and walked with Alex back to the main square. The dancing 
appeared to have ended, and the wedding feast was about to begin. Alex 
wondered how long he’d been gone. He couldn’t seem to remember. 

The feast was grand and long, and Alex’s strength slowly returned. He was 
glad that Sindar didn’t ask any questions when he sat down beside him. It had 
been a far more interesting day than Alex had thought it would be, and there 
were far too many things for him to think about. Besides, he already had enough 
questions of his own. 

As the sun began to set, the wedding guests formed a line to present their gifts 
to the new couples. Alex suddenly worried about what Skeld and Tayo would 


think of his gifts. Tayo had been badly injured when they had fought Slathbog, 
and he hoped his gifts would not bring back bad memories for his friends now. 


To Alex’s relief, Skeld and Tayo were pleased with the brooches and 
impressed by his design. Both Lilly and Indigo beamed at Alex as they pinned 
their new brooches on. They each took a turn to kiss him on the cheek in thanks. 
Alex was glad that he had been able to make his friends—and their new brides— 
happy on their wedding day. 

That night before Alex went to bed, he wrote another letter to Whalen to let 
him know what was going on, but the more he wrote about his encounter with 
the cloaked figure, the more worried he became. Alex thought about everything 
the cloaked figure had said, including the promise that Whalen would try to 
explain who or what the Watchers were, but Alex felt certain that no explanation 
in a letter would be enough. 


Alex felt even more unsettled about the fact that the cloaked figure had been 
able to brush away his magic with no real effort. The warning about evil being 
close was easy enough to understand, but not at all comforting. Alex didn’t know 
where the evil was coming from, and even worse, he still didn’t know how to 
control his emotions. 


Whalen will know, Alex thought as he drifted off to sleep. Whalen will have 
the answers I need. 
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Alex woke early the next morning to a familiar dinging noise. Sitting up, he 
saw a geeb standing on the edge of his bed. He paid and thanked the geeb, then 
swiftly opened the letter from Whalen. 


Dear Alex, 


I must apologize. I should have prepared you better and pushed you 
harder to learn more than you have. I also should have taught you to 
control your emotions before now. I am truly sorry. I hope that you can 
forgive an old fool for trying to teach you as he would any other apprentice. 
But you are not a normal apprentice, Alex, and I must remember that. 


You will, of course, have dozens of questions about the Watchers. Sadly, 
they are more myth than fact, and it is unclear how many of them there are. 
What little I can tell you is that they are known to appear from time to time 


to give warnings and advice, so you should pay attention to what was said. 


I can also tell you that the Watchers are known to work for good, and to 
help where they can. They are incredibly powerful, but seldom use their 
magic directly. The fact that a Watcher actually let you see him—let alone 
spoke to you—is very impressive. Sadly, you will have to do as he said and 
wait for the answers to your questions, as only the Watchers can really 
answer them for you. 


Regarding the Tower of the Moon. There are many stories and legends 
about the Tower, and once Bregnest told me that you would be going that 
way, I’ve been asking questions. You are correct that the Tower is the center 
of magical power for Norsland. But it has been more than two thousand 
years since a wizard has lived there. I’m sorry I do not have more 
information, but I’m still looking, and I have sent several letters to friends. 
As soon as I learn anything that might be helpful to you, I will send it along. 


Now, as for your training, I’ve included some exercises to help you 
control your emotions. I want you to do them every night before you go to 
sleep and every morning when you wake up. They may seem boring or a bit 
odd, but they will help you more than you might think. 


I’ve also included a list of books for your future reading, including 
instructions for transfiguration, which I believe you are ready to attempt. 
Start with small things at first—leaves, small rocks, things like that. If you 
have difficulty with the magic, let me know and Pll do what I can to help. 


Keep me informed on how your adventure is going. Keep your eyes open 
and study hard. I will hope for your success. 


Yours in fellowship, Whalen 


P.S. You might ask Sindar about how to control your emotions. He knows 
a great many things, and he might be able to help you even more than I can. 


Alex considered Whalen’s letter for several minutes. It seemed that Whalen 
didn’t have all the answers he wanted, but he did have some good advice. 
Worrying about the Watcher wouldn’t do any good, but learning self-control 
would. Alex thought Sindar might be able to help him control his emotions, but 
he would have to wait until later to ask—the list of things he was supposed to 
start reading was surprisingly long. 


Alex promised himself that he would do Whalen’s exercises every night and 
morning, even though they seemed strange to say the least. Most of what 
Whalen wanted him to do was concentrate and breathe slowly, but there were 
other things as well. Count backward from a thousand while controlling the 
speed of his breathing. Recite the alphabet backward as fast as he could in one 
breath. Even balancing objects on top of each other with his magic while reciting 
the alphabet backward and breathing slowly were part of the list. It didn’t make 
any sense to Alex, but he knew he would have to try. 
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Alex and his companions joined the Goodseed family for breakfast as usual 
the next morning, but there was a strange tension around the table. Michael 
seemed painfully excited, but nobody mentioned his birthday at all. At first Alex 
thought that Michael’s parents didn’t want to say anything in front of their 
guests, but then he saw Bregnest and Argus exchange knowing looks and he 
couldn’t help but smile at Michael’s impending surprise. 

“Well, it should be an interesting day,” Argus said enthusiastically. “More 
feasts and parties with the wedding couples.” 

“Perhaps you can tell us of the lands east and north of here,” said Bregnest. 
“Tt won’t be long before we are on our way once more.” 


3 


“Oh, yes, I can tell you a great deal about the lands you will cross,” said 
Argus. “But, you know, I seem to be forgetting something—something 
important.” 

“That’s odd, I have the same feeling,” said Bregnest thoughtfully. 

“Oh, stop it, both of you,” Mrs. Goodseed snapped, clearly unhappy with 
their teasing of Michael. “You both know very well that it’s Michael’s birthday, 
so you might as well say so.” 

Alex and the rest of his companions laughed at Mrs. Goodseed’s outburst, and 
Michael laughed loudest of all. 

It seemed that the entire company had bought birthday presents for Michael, 


despite Andy telling them not to. Val gave Michael a magical flute that played 
songs by itself. Sindar gave him a large book of stories that included many 
beautiful illustrations. Bregnest produced a fine new bow and a quiver of arrows, 
and he was quick to help when Michael couldn’t quite manage to string the bow 
by himself. 

While everyone was wishing Michael a happy birthday, Andy slipped away 
from the table and out of the house. Mrs. Goodseed seemed to know what Andy 
was up to because she soon made a point of asking where Andy had gone. 

“T believe he stepped outside,” said Halfdan, winking at Alex. 


“Outside?” Mrs. Goodseed questioned, though she didn’t look at all surprised. 
“What in the world is he doing outside?” 

“Perhaps we should go and see,” Halfdan suggested. 

They all filed out of the front door and saw Andy standing in the courtyard 
with a beautiful black horse. 

“T hope he’s the one you wanted,” Andy said as Michael ran toward him. 

“Oh, he is,” exclaimed Michael, hugging Andy. “He’s perfect.” 

“A fine-looking horse,’ Halfdan commented. “And Alex and I have 
something that belongs to him.” 

“What’s that?” Andy questioned, though it was obvious he knew what 
Halfdan was talking about. 

“We decided a horse was little good without a saddle,” said Alex, smiling at 
Andy. 

When Halfdan produced the saddle from his magic bag, Michael looked as if 
he were about to burst with joy. He looked around at all the adventurers and at 
his family, not sure what to do or say. It seemed as if he’d been given more than 
he’d ever dared to hope for. 

“Well, come on then,” said Andy. “You’d best go for a ride.” 

Michael didn’t need to be asked twice, and he was soon saddling his new 
horse with Andy’s help. Alex and his friends watched for a short time, and then 
went back to the house to finish their meal. 

“You have all been extremely kind to my son,” said Argus to the company as 
he took his seat in the dining room once more. “I am very much in your debt.” 

“Tt is a little thing compared to the kindness you and your family have shown 
us,” said Bregnest. “It is not easy having so many adventurers around the 
house.” 


“Oh, it’s no trouble at all,” said Mrs. Goodseed. “You are all welcome, any 
time.” 

After breakfast, Alex pulled Bregnest aside for a quiet chat. He told him 
about the golden brooch he’d received from Elwig and how he had thought 
about giving it to Mrs. Goodseed. He felt that it should come from the company, 
as a thank-you gift to Mrs. Goodseed for taking such good care of them. 
Bregnest thought it was an excellent idea, and insisted that Alex present the 
brooch on behalf of them all. 

“We will compensate you for the cost,” said Bregnest. 


“Oh, there’s no need for that,” said Alex. “It was part of a trade I made with 
Elwig. I have no idea what it would cost by itself.” 


“Still, we should make some compensation,” Bregnest insisted. 


Alex waved his hand. “It’s a small thing between friends, and the cost is little 
enough.” 


Bregnest didn’t reply, but simply nodded his acceptance. 


Alex knew that Bregnest wasn’t pleased with his answer, but also knew he 
would not argue the point. 


That afternoon there was another feast, and Alex was asked to join the 
wedding table, as he had been the ring bearer. He sat between Lilly and Indigo, 
answering their questions about his last adventure with Skeld and Tayo. 


Alex answered all the questions that were asked, careful to always point out 
Skeld and Tayo’s parts in the adventure. Skeld and Tayo beamed at him, and 
would occasionally interrupt to point out something he had done as well. Alex 
was grateful that no one asked about Tayo’s wounds or how he had magically 
called Tayo back from near death. He didn’t think either of those subjects would 
go over too well at a wedding feast. 

“You have done well,” said Bregnest, walking beside Alex as they returned to 
the Goodseed house. “You have shown great kindness to your friends and 
increased their honor. In doing this, your honor grows as well.” 

“Tt seems a small thing,” said Alex. “Though little things are often the most 
important of all.” 

“T see that Whalen has taught you a great deal in a short time,” said Bregnest 
in a thoughtful tone. “You have changed much since our last journey together.” 

“Yes, I believe I have,” Alex admitted. “But I’m still the same person, and I 
still know who my friends are.” 


Bregnest chuckled softly at Alex’s reply and said no more. 


Alex knew he had changed during the six months he’d been at home. He had 
learned more than he had ever thought possible in so short a time. He also 
understood a great deal more about almost everything having to do with 
adventures. And now he was learning more and more about magic, and what he 
might one day become. 


Their remaining days in Oslansk passed quickly, full of both work and fun. 
Each day there were more preparations to be made for their journey and long 
discussions about what might be ahead of them. Each night there was another 
feast, another party, and more questions for Alex to answer. 


In the little time that Alex had to himself, he began reading the books Whalen 
had assigned to him. He was relieved to find that simple transfigurations were 
not too difficult for him to do. On his first attempt, he managed to change a 
small rock into a white mouse. The magic didn’t take a lot of energy, but it did 
require him to focus his thoughts and picture the mouse clearly in his head. He 
hastily changed the mouse back into a rock, however; he didn’t want it to escape 
into the house and scare Andy’s mother. 


He also practiced Whalen’s breathing exercises. Yes, they were a bit silly, as 
Whalen had said they would be, but already Alex could see how they could help 
him gain control of his emotions. They made him think about his emotions more 
than he normally would have, and that alone was a great benefit. 


On the night of the final wedding feast, Skeld, Tayo, and their wives said 
good-bye to the company. They thanked them all for coming and wished them a 
safe and profitable journey. They all thanked Alex once again for being their ring 
bearer and made him promise to visit again as soon as he could. 


Chapter Six 


The Second Bag 


The next morning the company gathered for breakfast with the Goodseed 
family for the last time. There was a touch of sadness in all of their faces. They 
would miss the fun and feasting they’d had in Oslansk, but they knew that their 
quest was ahead of them. 

As the company gathered in the courtyard with their horses, Bregnest nodded 
to Alex. He grinned and retrieved the golden brooch from his pocket, stepping 
forward before speaking. 

“Mistress Goodseed,” said Alex, in the most official voice he could manage. 
“May I present you this gift on behalf of our company, as a token of our thanks 
for your great kindness.” 

Andy’s mother blushed as Alex bowed and presented her with the golden 
brooch. Argus Goodseed smiled at the company but said nothing, and Alex 
wondered if Bregnest had mentioned the gift to him. 

After several seconds of silence, Mrs. Goodseed found her voice. “I thank 
you all for your kind gift,” she said, her voice shaking slightly. “If ever any of 
you are near our home, you will be most welcome.” 

The company bowed to the Goodseeds and then mounted their horses. Andy 
looked stunned and surprised by Alex’s gift, but he didn’t ask any questions in 
front of his parents. Alex wondered if Bregnest had told everyone except Andy 
about the gift; he could see that Andy was a little upset. 

“May luck be with you,” Argus called as the company rode out of the gate 
and away from the house. 

Once they were moving through the city, Andy demanded to know why he 
had not been told about the gift to his mother. 

“The gift was Alex’s idea,” Bregnest said. 

“Tt seemed like the right thing to do,” said Alex sheepishly. “After all, your 
family has been very kind to us.” 

“Why didn’t anyone tell me?” Andy asked again. 

“We thought you might spill the beans,” said Halfdan, winking at Alex. 

Andy frowned, but when the others started laughing, he joined in as well. 

When they reached the city gates, Bregnest headed east, following one of 


many well-used roads. Argus Goodseed had told them it would take about 
twelve days to reach the town of Ollvi, if the weather stayed fair. From Ollvi 
there was a good road leading north and east to the Mountains of the Moon, 
where they hoped to find the lost Horn of Moran. 


Not only would the trip to Ollvi allow the snow to melt off the northern roads, 
but Alex had a lost bag to return, and the bag’s heir supposedly lived in Ollvi. 


As they rode, Alex wondered what kind of trouble might be waiting for them 
on the road. He remembered his first adventure when the company had met both 
bandits and a troll. He hoped that they would meet neither as they traveled here 
in Norsland, but he knew there would probably be trouble of some kind as they 
moved into wilder lands. 


Clouds started to fill the sky as they went along that first day. By the time 
they had set up their camp and finished eating, a cold rain had started to fall. 
They put blankets on their horses, and then quietly went to bed. 

The rain continued for most of the next day as well, making them all less than 
comfortable. Alex wondered if there was some magic he could use to push the 
storms away, and if his own magic would be strong enough to change the 
weather. 

“Spring rains don’t often last more than a day or two,” Andy said as they 
went along. “But they can be heavy and cold.” 

“Tf it was much colder, it would be snow,” replied Val as he tried to pull his 
cloak closer to him. 

“Pm glad it’s not snow,” said Halfdan, tucking his beard into his shirt. “If it 
was cold enough to snow, we’d be stuck in Oslansk for some time to come.” 

“We’re not going north yet,” Bregnest said from ahead of them. “And I don’t 
think the rain will last much longer.” 

Bregnest was right, and the rain stopped falling as they made their camp. 
They all changed into dry clothes once their camp was set up, and then Halfdan 
started working on their evening meal. 

“Can’t get a spark to catch,” Halfdan huffed as he stood over a pile of twigs. 
“Everything is soaked through.” 

“Perhaps I can help,” said Alex. 

“No doubt you can. Why don’t you magic up a fire while I go and get some 
water.” 

“As you wish,” Alex replied. 


Halfdan nodded, then picked up a large, cast-iron cauldron and started off for 
a nearby spring. Alex watched him go and then turned his attention back to the 
wet pile of wood in front of him. 

“Tt will take some real magic to get that burning,” said Andy. 

“Not often that a dwarf can’t get a fire started,” Val added. 

“True enough,” said Alex. “There’s a spell I’ve been wanting to try. I think it 
should do the job.” 

Alex focused his thoughts on the pile of wood and started moving his right 
hand in a circle. This was a new spell, and he wasn’t sure how well it would 
work. For a few seconds nothing seemed to happen, and then a bright yellow 
flame sprang up in the middle of the wet wood. 

“Amazing,” said Andy as the flames continued to grow. 

The flames didn’t just catch hold on the wood, but seemed to be burning 
alone in the air as well. Alex kept moving his hand in a circle, and the flames 
grew into a four-foot-tall tornado in front of him. 

“An impressive bit of magic,” Sindar commented as he joined them. 

“You’ve learned some new tricks, I see,” added Bregnest. “Not simply 
conjuring fire anymore, but making it do as you wish.” 

“Tve been studying—” Alex started but was interrupted. 

“What the—!” Halfdan said loudly. 

Alex looked toward his friend, and immediately the whirlwind of flames 
moved away from the burning logs and darted toward Halfdan. 

“Agghh!” Halfdan yelled in fear. 

Dropping the water he was carrying, Halfdan dove behind one of the tents. 
Alex could hear him crawling wildly away from the flaming whirlwind that was 
racing to the spot where his friend had been standing. Alex lowered his hand to 
break the spell, but he wasn’t quick enough to save Halfdan’s cauldron. The 
flames hit the half-full cauldron of water and sent up a cloud of steam. There 
was a loud, sharp hiss, and an even louder bang as the flames vanished. 

“Halfdan, are you all right?” Alex questioned as he ran toward the tent. 

“Hardly,” said Halfdan, getting to his feet. “Stars and stones, Alex, what was 
that?” 

“Just a bit of magic to light the fire,” said Alex, trying not to laugh at the look 
on Halfdan’s face. 


“T thought for a minute that you’d conjured up a fire demon or something 
worse,” said Halfdan, brushing mud off his pants. 

“Pm sorry,” said Alex, forcing the smile from his face. “I didn’t know the 
whirlwind would go where I was looking.” 

“Tt’s a good thing you are so quick on your feet,” Sindar said to Halfdan from 
the other side of the tent. 

“What do you mean?” Halfdan asked. 

“Come and see.” 

They moved around the tent to see that the cauldron Halfdan had been 
carrying was lying on the ground, bone-dry and shattered into a dozen pieces. 

“Oh, no,” said Halfdan in a pained voice. “That was my best cooking pot. It’s 
been in my family for three generations.” 

“I’m sorry,” said Alex. “I didn’t mean to...” 

He felt terrible for destroying Halfdan’s cauldron, and worse now that he 
knew it had been in Halfdan’s family for so long. 

“Perhaps I can mend it,” Alex offered as he bent down to pick up the broken 
metal pieces. 

“Careful. It’s still hot,” said Sindar as he caught Alex’s hand. 

“No, it’s no good,” Halfdan said sadly. “Not even the best dwarf smith could 
repair it now.” 

“T’m really sorry,” said Alex, looking from the broken metal to Halfdan. “PI 
be happy to buy you a new pot, and pay you for your loss.” 

“No, no—that’s not necessary,” said Halfdan, his eyes lingering on the broken 
metal fragments. “I have other pots, and it’s no good crying over spilled milk.” 

Alex didn’t say anything else, but he continued to feel bad about what he had 
done even though Halfdan tried to make light of it, as if the pot wasn’t all that 
important. Alex knew it wasn’t the broken pot that really mattered to Halfdan; it 
was the memories that the pot brought back. There was nothing Alex could do to 
replace those memories, and that made him feel even worse about what had 
happened. 

There was little talk as they ate that night. Finally, when the rest of the 
company started for their tents to get some sleep, Alex went back to the broken 
bits of metal. They had cooled off, and he picked them up and put them inside 
his magic bag. He had read something about repairing broken objects, but he 


didn’t remember exactly how the magic worked. He did know, however, that he 
had to try to repair the broken pot, even if Halfdan thought it was hopeless. 

On their third day away from Oslansk, Alex asked Andy about returning 
magic bags in Norsland. On his last adventure, Alex had returned a bag to a 
dwarf in Vargland, and there had been a large ceremony. Alex had learned quite 
a bit at the time. Now he wondered if he’d have to go through another ceremony, 
and if so, he wanted to know about it in advance. 

“Oh, it’s very simple here,” said Andy. “You and one other person you choose 
as a witness meet with the heir and his witness. You agree on a reward for 
returning the bag, which is almost always a share in whatever treasure the bag 
holds. Once you agree on the reward, the heir will tell you the password for the 
bag and you both go into the bag and see what’s there.” 

“We both go in?” Alex questioned. 

“Of course,” said Andy. “Normally the bag holder goes in first and the heir 
follows him.” 

“And then what happens?” 

“Then, after looking at what’s in the bag, you both come out again. The heir 
will restate the reward you’ve agreed on, and the witness will say that they are 
witnesses,” Andy replied. “Then you and the heir make the arrangements for the 
payment to be made. That’s about it.” 

“That’s all?” Alex pressed, thinking that it sounded too simple. 

“Mostly,” said Andy with a shrug. 

“What else is there, Andy?” Alex narrowed his eyes in suspicion. 

“Well, once you and your witness leave, you tell your witness how much 
treasure you think the bag holds, and how much you think you should get,” 
Andy answered. “Then when you and your witness return to collect your reward, 
if you, or your witness, think you’ve been cheated, you reject the payment. If 
that happens, then the magistrate has to settle the whole thing.” 

“Sounds fairly simple,” said Alex, relaxing a little. 

“Tt is,” said Andy. “It only gets difficult if you reject payment and the 
magistrate has to get involved.” 

“Why? What happens then?” 

“If the magistrate gets involved, the heir has to tell him the passwords. Then 
the magistrate checks the bag and the payment and decides if you’re being 
cheated or not. If the heir is trying to cheat you, you get double the original offer, 


and the city gets half of whatever is left in the bag.” 
“And if he’s not trying to cheat me?” Alex asked. 
“Then you get half the payment and the city gets the other half,” said Andy. 


“That doesn’t sound too bad,” Alex said thoughtfully. “So all I need to know 
now is what kind of offer would be considered fair, and what might be 
considered too small. I wouldn’t want to insult the heir by asking for too little.” 


“T’ve only heard about a few bags being returned,” Andy said in a thoughtful 
tone. “I mean, it’s not like lost bags get returned all the time. I think the heir will 
offer you something like one in four or one in five of everything the bag holds. If 
you think that’s too much—or not enough—you can make a counteroffer.” 


“And how little would be considered an insult?” Alex asked, remembering 
the last time he’d done this. 


“Oh, you might go as low as one in eight or even one in ten,” said Andy 
thoughtfully. “Anything less would certainly be an insult, so don’t let your 
generosity get the better of you.” 


It seemed that Andy also remembered the last time Alex had returned a bag. 
Of course, that bag had belonged to a dwarf, and dwarfs were a little touchy 
when it came to saying they’d offered too much. 


That night, as they ate their evening meal, Bregnest said that they would start 
keeping watch. Alex thought Bregnest looked worried, but Bregnest was often 
moody, and Alex thought that the idea of keeping watch had more to do with 
Bregnest’s own worries than any real danger. 


Alex drew the last watch, which meant that he would have to get up an hour 
before anyone else. He thought that taking the last watch would be hard, but as it 
turned out, it was both easy and useful. The early morning quiet gave him time 
to study his books and practice his magic in peace. Alex felt lucky, too, because 
Sindar had drawn the watch before his, and he would normally allow Alex to 
study his books while he continued to watch. 

x OK OK 


On their seventh morning away from Oslansk, Alex was practicing magic and 
turned a large stone into a rabbit. To Alex’s dismay, however, the rabbit ran off 
into the tall grass before he could change it back into a stone. Sindar thought it 
was extremely funny, but Alex wasn’t pleased at all. 


“So there’s one more rabbit in Norsland,” said Sindar. “I’m sure there is no 
harm in that.” 


“Well, perhaps not,” Alex agreed. “But the book says I should change things 
back into what they were, if I can.” 


“And why is that?” 


“The book doesn’t say. I suppose it’s so there aren’t too many rabbits all over 
the place.” 


Sindar and Alex both laughed, but then Sindar became serious. 
“Could you change rocks into gold?” 
“T guess so,” said Alex. “Why do you ask?” 


“T was just thinking that if a greedy wizard could change rocks into gold, he 
could make himself very rich.” 


“Yes, I suppose he could, if he had enough rocks.” 


Sindar smiled and looked thoughtful. “I have seen your generosity, so I 
suspect that such an idea has never entered your mind.” 


“No, it hasn’t. But now I wonder if it would work.” 

“Well, a gold coin couldn’t run away from you.” 

Alex picked up a small rock and focused his thoughts on what he wanted it to 
be. He felt the weight in his hand change as his magic worked, and without 
looking, he tossed the coin to Sindar. 

“A useful trick, if ever you are in need,” said Sindar as he looked at the coin. 
“But for me, it was better as a rock.” 

Alex nodded and took the coin back. He looked at it for a moment to make 
sure it really was solid gold, and then he changed it back into a rock. 

“You are learning quickly,” said Sindar, his tone growing even more serious. 
“Soon, your friend Vankin will ask you to take a staff.” 

“Ask me to take a staff>?” 

“Whalen has not spoken to you about this?” 

Alex shook his head. 

“Perhaps I should say no more, then.” 

“No, please,” said Alex. “At least tell me what you meant.” 

“To take a staff means you are willing to accept greater responsibility,” said 
Sindar slowly. “If Whalen asks you to take a staff, you will be bound by wizard 
law and connected magically to your staff. The staff will be more powerful 
because of this connection, and so will you. I suppose you could buy a staff and 
use it, though it would not work as well.” 


“How do you know so much about wizards and staffs?” Alex asked. 

“I have known many wizards in my time,” Sindar answered. “I have also 
known many who pretended to be wizards. The pretenders are sometimes good, 
and some of them do great deeds. But their power is nothing—nothing— 
compared to that of a true wizard.” 

Alex thought about what Sindar said and it seemed to make sense. In a way, 
he felt like he was still pretending to be a wizard—using magic as a helpful tool, 
but not like a real wizard would. He knew nothing about wizard law, or staffs, or 
the true power of real wizards like Whalen. Alex wondered why Whalen had 
never mentioned any of this to him before. He decided to ask Whalen about it in 
his next letter. 

“Whalen said you might be able to help me learn to control my emotions,” 
Alex commented as he put his books away. 


“Control your emotions,” Sindar repeated and then grinned and nodded his 
head. 


“What?” Alex questioned, confused. 


“Vankin knows things that others do not, and he has ways to use his 
knowledge that most would not see.” 


“What?” 


“He knows that I was once, shall we say, hotheaded,” Sindar answered as he 
piled wood on the fire. “I worked for many years to gain control of my temper, 
and he is telling me something about you without actually saying it out loud.” 

“T don’t understand.” 

“You’re not supposed to.” 

“Fine,” said Alex, shaking his head. “Can you help me or not?” 

“Help you control your temper? Yes, I can do that.” 


x OOK OK 


It was just before noon on the twelfth day when the company reached the 
town of Ollvi. They found the tavern where Argus Goodseed had suggested they 
stay, and they were soon settled in. 


“Have you chosen your witness?” Bregnest asked Alex, as the company sat 
down in the common room. 


“T’ve asked Andy to be my witness,” Alex replied. 
“Then you both should go and find the heir,” said Bregnest. “We will remain 


in Ollvi until your business is finished.” 


“Even if we find the heir quickly, it might take some time for payment to be 
arranged,” said Alex. “Perhaps I can have the payment postponed until we are on 
our way back to Alusia.” 


“The return of a lost bag is an important event,” said Bregnest in a thoughtful 
tone. “It would be best to take care of everything at once. If it costs us a few 
days, or even a few weeks, then that is the price we will pay. I wish that, well . . 

“Tf it would aid our quest, I can hold the bag and return it some other time,” 
Alex offered. 

“No, that would not be right. You are here, now. The bag should be returned,” 
Bregnest said firmly. “Who knows, but perhaps it is fate that brought us here at 
this time. We will not tempt fate.” 

Alex nodded, and then motioned for Andy to join him. Alex decided that the 
best way to find the heir to the lost bag would be to ask the owner of the tavern 
if he knew the Cain family since the name on the bag was Jonathan Cain. 

“Oh, yes, old Jon Cain,” said the man, as if remembering something from 
long ago. “Been a long time since he left Ollvi.” 

“Do you know where we might find his family?” Alex asked hopefully. 

“T expect his son is working down at the town stables,” the man answered. 
“His name is Tom Cain, and he helps me out now and again, but I don’t have 
enough business to keep him on permanently.” 

“And where would we find the town stables?” Alex questioned. 

“Why are you looking for Tom?” the man asked, looking at Alex and Andy 
sharply. 

“Our business with him is of a private nature,” said Alex. 

“Oh, I see,” said the man, nodding and touching the side of his nose as if he 
knew a secret. “Got a message for him from his old dad, have ya? Well, I hope 
it’s good news. Tom and his family could use some.” 

“Why is that?” Alex asked, interested by the comment. 

“They’ve fallen on hard times,” said the man, lowering his voice. “After old 
Jon left, things got hard for his family. They used to own a fair bit around Ollvi, 
you know, but they’ve had to sell off their land, little by little, to make ends 
meet.” 

“Well, I believe we have some good news for Tom and his family, then,” said 


Alex. “So if you can tell us how to find the town stables, we’ll be off.” 

The man gave them directions and wished them good luck. As Alex and 
Andy walked through the town, they talked about what the tavern owner had told 
them about the Cain family. 

“T’d guess their crops failed and they’ve had to sell their lands and property 
so they’d have enough to live on,” said Andy knowingly. “This part of Norsland 
has always been poor. If Tom Cain has a family to support, he may have to take 
any job he can find to make ends meet.” 

“Tf that’s the case, I hope there’s a lot of treasure in his father’s bag,” said 
Alex. “People who’ve had a hard life deserve a bit of wealth.” 

“Perhaps,” said Andy. “But remember that there are plenty of other reasons 
people might have hard times. And a lot of those reasons are because people 
bring hard times on themselves.” 

“PII remember.” 

When they reached the stables, Alex asked to see the stable master. He 
wanted to ask a few more questions before meeting Tom Cain in person. Alex 
and Andy didn’t have to wait long, as a large man with a full beard and a pipe 
soon appeared and met them outside the stable. 

“You asked to see me?” questioned the man. 

“Are you in charge of the stables?” Alex asked. 

“I am. What can I do for you?” 

“Td like to ask you about Tom Cain,” said Alex, lowering his voice slightly. 

“Tom?” the man asked, looking over his shoulder to see if anyone was close 
by. “What do you want to know about Tom?” 

“Well, we’d like to know about him and his family, and how things are with 
them,” answered Alex. “You see, we may have a message for Tom, but we’d like 
to make sure we have the right person first.” 

“Adventurers, then,” said the bearded man with a nod. 

“Yes, we are,” admitted Alex, slightly surprised by the comment. 

“Well, I don’t see no harm telling ya what I know, and it might do a bit o’ 
good,” said the man, lighting his pipe. “Been wondering if we’d ever hear about 
old Jon Cain again, and I’m guessing we will, from the look of you two.” 

Alex felt that he could trust the bearded man, though he didn’t really know 
why. 


“You have guessed correctly,” said Alex. “However, we’d like to know a little 
more about Tom and his family before we talk to him.” 


“Bag holder and witness, then, is it?” said the bearded man. “Well, PI tell 
you what I know, but there’s probably plenty I don’t know.” 


The man told Andy and Alex that the Cain family had once been the richest 
family in Ollvi. After Jon Cain had left, eleven years ago, the family started 
having troubles. The town magistrate at the time didn’t like Jon Cain, and he 
used his dislike against the Cain family once Jon had left. Then their crops had 
failed, and the family suffered several other minor misfortunes, some from bad 
luck and some from other things. Now Tom Cain supported his mother, two 
brothers, and three sisters by working wherever and whenever he could. The rest 
of the family did as much as they could, but still, Tom was the one who bore the 
heaviest burden. 


“The Cain family is the poorest family for miles around,” said the bearded 
man in a matter-of-fact tone. “Most folks here in Ollvi remember how generous 
old Jon was, so we try to help out where we can. Only so much we can do 
though. Tom’s mom has never been much on accepting what she calls charity.” 

“What happened to the magistrate?” Andy asked. 

“Oh, him,” said the bearded man, spitting into the road. “He up and died a 
couple of years ago. Good riddance I say.” 

“Well, you’ve been very helpful,” said Alex, nodding. “Perhaps Tom Cain’s 
fortunes will improve soon.” 

“T’d be glad to see that,” said the bearded man with a nod of his own. “Pl just 
go and fetch Tom for ya, then, shall 1?” 

“Yes, thank you,” said Alex. “And I’d appreciate it if you didn’t mention our 
little talk.” 

“Not to worry.” 

The bearded man wandered off into the stables, and Alex and Andy looked at 
each other. 

“He could be telling us a story.” 

“T don’t think so,” said Alex. “I feel like he was telling the truth, but I can’t 
explain why.” 

“Well, you’re the wizard,” Andy replied. 

The bearded man soon reappeared with a younger man following him closely. 
Alex guessed the younger man to be around twenty years old, which was a bit of 


a surprise. From the patched and worn look of the young man’s clothes, 
however, Alex was sure the bearded man had been telling the truth about hard 
times for the Cain family. 

“You asked to see me, sir?” Tom Cain asked as he approached Alex and 
Andy. 

“T did,” said Alex. “And I think I have both sad and happy news for you.” 

“What news, might I ask?” Tom questioned, looking slightly confused. 

“Well, to be plain,’ Alex began and paused to consider his words. It was 
never easy to tell someone the news that a loved one had died. 

“Yes?” 

“To be plain, I must ask if you are the heir of Jonathan Cain, adventurer,” 
Alex said. 

“T...Iam,” said Tom, turning slightly pale. 

“Then I must inform you that I hold the magic bag of Jonathan Cain, who is 
lost,” Alex continued, “and that I am prepared to meet with you, if you are his 
rightful heir, at the time and place of your choosing.” 

Tom Cain stood dumbfounded for a moment, a troubled expression on his 
face. He looked like he wanted to cry and shout for joy at the same time, but 
couldn’t decide which to do. It took him a moment to find his voice. 

“T am honored that you have come,” said Tom, swallowing hard and shaking 
slightly. “I ask that you and your witness come to my home this afternoon. I will 
be there with my witness to discuss the return of my father’s bag.” 

The conversation seemed painfully formal, but Alex knew that he had to 
continue. 

“At what hour would you have us come?” 

“At the fourth hour after midday,” Tom answered. 

“We will come as you ask,” said Alex with a bow. 

“T thank you,” said Tom, returning the bow. 

Tom gave Alex and Andy directions to his house and then the two 
adventurers left the stable. 

Alex had mixed feelings about Tom Cain and his family. Tom was obviously 
extremely sad to know that his father was dead, and Alex was sure the rest of 
Tom’s family would feel the same, but at the same time, the return of the magic 
bag had given Tom hope for a better life—not just for himself, but for his entire 


family. 
“You’ve found the heir?” Bregnest asked when Alex and Andy returned to the 
tavern. 


“We have,” said Alex. 


“That is good,” said Bregnest. “Perhaps payment can be made in a day or 
two, and we can be on our way.” 


“Has time become our enemy already?” Alex questioned. “We’ve been on the 
road for only a little more than two weeks.” 


“Time is always the enemy,” Bregnest answered slowly. “I would hurry 
because our quest is to aid both my kinsman and my friend. I would not have 
him troubled longer than he needs to be.” 


“Tf all goes well, we should return before winter settles in Norsland,” said 
Andy in a reassuring tone. 


“Perhaps,” said Bregnest. “But I fear we will be forced to spend the winter on 
the road, though I cannot say why I fear it.” 


“You have doubts about our quest?” Alex questioned. 


“Doubts about myself,” Bregnest replied in a grim tone. “But I will keep my 
doubts to myself until we are on the road again. Then perhaps I will share them 
with the company.” 


“As you wish.” 


Alex and Andy remained at the tavern, talking and joking with the rest of the 
company until it was time for them to meet with Tom Cain. Excusing 
themselves, they left to find the Cain house and arrange for the return of 
Jonathan Cain’s bag. 


As they approached the Cain house, they could plainly see that it had been a 
fine home once. Now the large house looked worn and hard used, but not at all 
shabby or uncared for. And the garden, which took up most of the yard, was 
ready for planting the spring vegetables. 

A middle-aged woman opened the door when Alex and Andy knocked. Her 
eyes were red from crying, and she wiped at her nose as she led the adventurers 
into a large room where Tom and his witness were nervously waiting for them. 

“Please, be seated, my friends,” said Tom, trying hard to smile but unable to 
manage it. “Let me introduce my witness—my brother Jonathan Cain, Junior.” 

“A pleasure,” said Alex, bowing slightly. “I am Alexander Taylor. This is my 
witness, Anders Goodseed.” 


“Yes, well then,” said Tom nervously. “I suppose we should get started.” 
“Yes, we should,” replied Alex. 


“All right,” Tom began, still sounding and looking nervous. “I will offer one 
in four of all treasure in my father’s bag for the bag’s return.” 


Alex was taken aback by Tom’s offer; he knew how poor the Cain family 
was. He rubbed his chin for a moment as if considering the offer before 
speaking. 

“You are too generous. I will ask but one in ten.” 

“Now you are too generous,” Tom answered. “I will offer one in five.” 


“T will make an offer that I hope you won’t refuse,” Alex replied after a 
moment. “If the bag holds more than ten thousand gold coins and ten thousand 
silver coins, I will ask one in seven of all. But if the bag holds less than that 
amount, I will accept only one in ten.” 


“You are very kind and generous, Master Taylor, and I will accept on one 
condition. If the bag holds more than the number you have stated, I will give you 
one in seven of all gold and silver, but one in five of all gems.” 


Alex thought for a moment, and then nodded his acceptance of Tom’s 
generous offer. Tom leaned forward and whispered the passwords in Alex’s ear. 
Alex nodded again, and then he retrieved Jonathan Cain’s lost bag from his own 
magic bag. Speaking softly into the mouth of the lost adventurer’s bag, Alex 
vanished from the living room. 


When Alex entered the bag, it was completely dark. He lit the lanterns and 
torches with the password Tom had told him and waited. It wasn’t long before 
Tom Cain was standing beside him inside the bag, his legs shaking and his face 
pale. 


“T’ve never been in a magic bag before,” Tom said nervously. 


“First time for everything,” Alex replied with a reassuring smile. He 
remembered how he had felt the first time he’d entered a magic bag. “Come on, 
let’s look around a bit, shall we?” Alex could see that this first room contained a 
large desk and several comfortable-looking chairs, but no treasure at all. 


They soon discovered that the bag had five rooms. In addition to the first 
room they had entered, there was a bedroom, a bathroom, a large storage room, 
and the treasure room. Alex was relieved to see that the storage room still held a 
great deal of food and supplies, which were still fresh and new, and that the 
treasure room was even larger than he’d hoped. 


“Your father seems to have had some success as an adventurer,” said Alex, as 
he watched Tom’s jaw drop. 


The treasure room was the size of a large banquet hall, and it was full of 
neatly stacked treasure. Alex was pleased to see that most of the treasure was in 
gold and silver coins. He really didn’t want to accept any reward for returning 
this bag, but he knew he would have to. 


“I don’t... I don’t believe it,” said Tom, walking around the treasure room, 
his eyes wide in amazement. “I just don’t believe it.” 


Alex managed not to laugh at Tom’s enthusiasm. He thought there was 
enough treasure here to keep Tom and his family comfortable for the rest of their 
lives, and that was all anyone really needed. 


Once Alex managed to calm Tom down, he began explaining how the bag 
worked and how Tom could get things in and out of it. Tom caught on quickly 
and didn’t need Alex to repeat very much. 

When they emerged from the bag they found Andy talking with the rest of the 
Cain family. Tom rushed to his mother and began telling her what was in the 
bag. 

“You have done us a great service in returning this bag,” said Mrs. Cain, 
bowing to Alex. “My family is forever in your debt.” 

“Tt was my duty and my honor to return the lost bag,” said Alex, also bowing. 
“And I hope that the contents of this bag will aid and comfort your family for 
many years to come.” 

“And now for payment,” said Andy. 


“Yes, of course,” said Tom. “It will take us some time to count the treasure 
and separate one in five of everything.” 


“One in five of gems, only. One in seven of the gold and silver,” Alex 
reminded him. “And you should know, Tom, as I see my friend Andy has already 
told your family, I am a wizard, and if you try to pay me one coin more than our 
agreement, I may become very angry.” 


“Of course, Master Taylor,” replied Tom. “The payment will be exactly as 
we’ve agreed. If you will give us two days to sort and count, your payment will 
be ready.” 

“Then we shall return in two days’ time,” said Alex with a bow. 

Once they had left the Cain house, Andy asked how much treasure was in the 
bag. Alex told him how much he thought there was. Andy was pleased with what 


Alex told him, and his step had a bit more bounce in it than usual. 


“You were very generous,” said Andy. “But I’m glad you were. They’re nice 
people, and they deserve better than they have.” 


Alex didn’t say anything as his mind was already thinking ahead to the 
adventure. Only two days until the payment would be made, that would please 
Bregnest. Two days, and then they would be off into wilder lands, lands where 
things could become dangerous in a very short time. 

x OK OK 


Two days later, Alex and Andy returned to the Cain house and saw 
immediately that repairs were already being made. There were stacks of lumber 
and buckets of paint piled neatly in the yard, waiting for the workmen to arrive. 
The entire Cain family welcomed Alex and Andy at the front door when they 
knocked, and Alex was quick to notice they were all wearing new clothes. Tom 
led them to a large room at the back of the house, where he and his brothers and 
sisters had gathered Alex’s reward. 


Alex accepted the reward with a bow and swiftly stored it in his magic bag. 
Then Alex pulled Tom aside for a private word. 


“I know your newfound treasure looks like it has no end,” said Alex in a 
serious tone. “But I would advise you to be both careful and generous with your 
gold. You never know what tomorrow may bring.” 

“You are wise as well as generous,” said Tom, bowing to Alex. “I will heed 
your words and always remember your kindness.” 

Alex and Tom bowed once more to each other in front of their witnesses, and 
the return of the lost bag was done. As Alex turned to leave with Andy, Tom’s 
younger brother Jonathan asked the question Alex had been expecting. 

“Are you... are you really a wizard?” 

“I am,” said Alex with a wink. 

Without saying anything more, Alex picked up an old piece of cloth that was 
lying on the floor. With a wave of his hand he changed it into a beautiful silk 
scarf, which he presented to Mrs. Cain with a smile. 

“An impressive bit of magic that,” said Andy, as they walked back to the 
tavern where their companions were waiting. “It seems you’re becoming more of 
a wizard all the time.” 

“Tt was a simple gift for a kindhearted lady,” said Alex. “Besides, it’s good 
practice.” 


Chapter Seven 


Goblins and Elf Blades 


As Alex was getting dressed the next morning there was a sudden pop and a 
ding as a geeb appeared on his bed. He quickly paid for the message and then 
pulled on his boots. Once the geeb had vanished, Alex opened the letter, which 
was from Whalen. 


Dear Alex, 


I understand you have been talking to Sindar about staffs and about 
what your future may hold. Sindar was correct in what he told you about 
the difference between buying a staff and being asked to take one. That is 
one of the reasons I’ve told you not to buy a staff. For now, I will tell you 
this: a staff is a tool, and nothing more. As you seem to be getting along 
without this tool, I see no reason to burden you with it, at least not yet. 


Let me know about the return of the second lost bag in your next letter. 
Also, don’t worry about the rabbit that got away. You are quite right in your 
guess—it wouldn't do to have too many of something left running around. 


I’m glad to hear that you are gaining more control over your emotions. 
I’m also pleased with the progress you have made in your studies. I’ve 
included more reading for you to do, and I will be sending you a few new 
books in the next day or so. 


Keep your eyes open, and take care of yourself. 


Yours in fellowship, Whalen 


Alex joined the rest of his companions in the common room for breakfast, 
and then they all headed for the stables, ready to continue their journey. 

He wondered if he should mention Whalen’s letter to Bregnest, but decided 
not to. Bregnest knew that he was writing to Whalen regularly, but he hadn’t 


mentioned anything about it to the rest of the company. 


Bregnest seemed to be in a better mood this morning, more relaxed than he 
had been for the past several days. Perhaps it was because they had spent so little 
time in Ollvi returning the lost bag, or perhaps he had overcome his own doubts. 
Alex didn’t ask why, but he was glad to see that Bregnest was back to his old 
self again. 


As Alex and his friends rode out of Ollvi, they passed the Cain house, which 
Alex pointed out to the rest of the company. He was pleased to see a large 
number of workmen at the house, and he hoped that the Cain family would find 
joy in their newfound wealth. 


“Tt appears you’ve done them a great kindness,” Halfdan commented to Alex. 
“T believe that I have.” 

“T suppose you know what this means?” 

“What?” 


“Tt means your legend will continue to grow,” Halfdan joked. “The kind and 
generous Master Taylor, who refuses to accept the rewards due him.” 


“Well,” Alex snorted, “I know one dwarf who won’t be writing my life’s 
story.” 

“There is some truth in what Halfdan says,” Bregnest commented from in 
front of Alex. “Your generosity increases your honor, though it does little to 
increase your wealth.” 


“Generosity where it is needed,” Alex answered after a moment’s thought. “If 
they’d been rich and snobby, I might have asked for more than the heir offered.” 


“Which also shows your wisdom,” Bregnest replied. 


Alex didn’t say anything more. He was much too happy to worry about being 
too generous or about having stories told about him. He knew that most people 
would think what they wanted to think no matter what he said. It was like how 
everyone believed he was a wizard when he was still only a wizard in training. 
He had tried to explain the difference so many times that he’d finally just given 
up. 

The road they were following led almost due north, though slightly to the east 
from time to time. Alex wondered how far it was to the Mountains of the Moon, 
and how long it would take them to get there. He’d studied several maps of 
Norsland, but none of them showed distances. If the distance from Oslansk to 
Ollvi was any indication, he thought it would take them at least a month to reach 


the mountains, maybe longer. 


That night, as the company ate their evening meal, Bregnest shared his 
concerns with all of them. He told them about his fear of having to remain in 
Norsland over the winter, and about his doubts of finding the Horn of Moran 
quickly. Alex thought this was strange because Bregnest had always been 
confident in the past. He wondered if Bregnest might be worried because this 
quest was to help one of his relatives, but he didn’t think that was the real 
reason. 

“The guardians of the road could be difficult to pass,” said Andy in a 
thoughtful tone once Bregnest had finished speaking. “I’ve never seen a griffin, 
but I’ve been told that they can look inside a person and see what’s there.” 

“That is true,” said Sindar knowingly. “Griffins can read a man’s heart, and if 
you carry evil of any kind, they will bar your path. They can be deadly enemies, 
so it is best to stay on their good side.” 

“And a sphinx as well? I don’t know .. . ” Halfdan mused, shaking his head 
and stroking his beard in thought. 

“What about sphinxes?” Alex asked, knowing almost nothing about the 
creatures. 

“They always speak in riddles,” Halfdan answered. “If we don’t answer its 
riddle correctly, it will attack us.” 

“That is true,” said Sindar. “However, if you don’t answer the sphinx at all, it 
will let you withdraw.” 

“Have you met a sphinx then?” Val questioned. 

“T have,” Sindar answered. “And I am relieved to say that I did not have to 
fight it.” 

“So you guessed its riddle correctly,” said Val, sounding impressed. 

“No,” answered Sindar, shaking his head. “I couldn’t answer the riddle, so I 
departed without speaking.” 

“If a sphinx can out-riddle an elf, we may be in for some serious trouble,” 
said Halfdan. 

“We do not know how far along the road the prince went, so our worries may 
be groundless,” Val commented. 

“We don’t know if the prince even stayed on the road,” Bregnest added 
grimly. “The road is just the starting point. Though if we meet the guardians of 
the road, they may be able to tell us where to look for the Horn of Moran.” 


They all agreed that it was pointless to worry about the guardians, at least 
until they reached the Mountains of the Moon. 


They continued to ride north, and the days passed by with little to tell them 
apart. The ride was enjoyable and the landscape was pleasant, now that summer 
was coming to Norsland. Three days out from Ollvi they left the open fields of 
the settled lands and continued through large pine forests, mixed with wide areas 
of rolling grasslands. 


The company continued to keep watch at night, and Alex continued to read 
and practice his magic in the early morning hours. Sindar seemed to enjoy 
watching Alex practice his spells, and he would sometimes make comments on 
how well Alex was doing. Alex also continued to update Whalen about the 
adventure, and about how his studies were going. 


After three weeks of traveling, they could see distant snowcapped mountains 
ahead of them. Alex guessed they were the Mountains of the Moon, and he also 
guessed that it would take at least another three weeks for the company to reach 
them. 


Late one afternoon, the company came to a sudden halt. The pine forest they 
had been riding through had ended, and in front of them was a steep, rocky 
hillside that dropped into a wide valley below. The road leading into the valley 
was badly damaged and worn by the weather, and it was overgrown with bushes 
and small trees in several places. 


“We’ll wait for morning before trying it,” said Bregnest thoughtfully. “We’ve 
traveled far today, and the horses are tired.” 


“Best to rest,” said Sindar, looking down the hillside at the broken and 
overgrown road. “It will take some effort to get down this safely.” 


They all agreed that it would be best to wait for better light, and they moved 
back into the trees a short distance to set up their camp. They didn’t talk much as 
they ate their evening meal, and everyone seemed to have their own thoughts. 
After dinner, they sat quietly around the campfire, not even sharing stories as 
they normally did. 

Without warning, Sindar suddenly jumped up and moved away from the fire. 
The others got to their feet as well, their hands moving to their weapons as they 
looked into the darkness. Alex wondered what had alarmed Sindar, but he didn’t 
have long to worry before Sindar reappeared. 


“Alex, put the fire out. Quickly,” whispered Sindar. “There are goblins 


moving down the valley.” 

Alex magically put out the fire so that there would be no smoke, and looked 
around at his friends’ faces. They all gathered around Sindar to find out what he 
had seen and how much trouble they might be in. 

“Goblins are rare in Norsland,” Bregnest whispered. 

“Rare, but not unheard of,” Andy added. 

“T count perhaps threescore of them in the valley,” said Sindar. “Though they 
will have scouts out as well.” 

“Do you think they are aware of us?” questioned Val, looking in the direction 
of the valley. 

“T don’t think so. Our fire was small and hidden in the trees. And we are 
downwind of them, so they can’t have smelled us.” 

“Threescore may be few for goblins, but more than enough for the six of us,” 
said Halfdan, fingering the ax at his side. 

“We have a choice to make then,” said Sindar, looking at Bregnest. “We can 
remain where we are and hope they don’t discover us, or we can move back the 
way we have come, which might be the wisest thing to do. There is also a third 
choice, though I doubt any of us would like it—we could stand and fight.” 

“All you say is true,” said Bregnest. “Battle, however, is the last thing we 
want.” 

“Tf the goblin scouts are any good, they’ I find us here for sure,” said Halfdan. 

“The horses are too tired for us to make a run for it,” Val added. “I doubt we 
would make it more than a mile or two.” 

“Gather your gear,” Bregnest ordered. “We can’t stay here and we can’t run, 
so we’ll do what we can. We’ll walk the horses back the way we came, and hope 
for the best.” 

“There was some rocky ground two, maybe three, miles back,” Andy 
whispered. “We’d be out of the trees but able to see anything coming toward us.” 

“T remember some large rocks on the east side of the road,” said Alex. “If we 
can reach them, we would have some cover as well.” 

“Two or three miles is a long walk, so we’d best get moving,” said Bregnest. 
“Keep your horses quiet, and no talking. Sindar, scout ahead of us, but not too 
far. If we are attacked, I want you close.” 

They moved into the darkness as quietly as they could. The night air was still, 


and every sound they made seemed incredibly loud to Alex. He wished there 
was some wind to help cover the noise they were making, but his wish went 
unanswered. 


Alex didn’t know much about goblins, but what he did know didn’t make him 
feel good. Goblins were warriors, and they could see in the dark. If the goblins 
found them, they would have to fight for their lives. And with sixty or more 
goblins so close, Alex wasn’t feeling too confident. 


Without thinking about it, Alex rested his hand on the hilt of his sword. The 
touch of the cold metal calmed his mind, just as it had in the past, but this time 
he could feel the magic slipping into him, and with it came the desire to destroy 
the goblins. They were evil after all, and the world would be better if they were 
destroyed. In fact, they should be thinking of how to kill the goblins, not looking 
for a way to escape them. 


“Take your hand off the sword,” a voice whispered. “Don’t touch it unless 
you are attacked.” 


Alex jerked his head around to see who had spoken, but nobody was there. 
Slowly he let his hand fall to his side, his mind focusing on the path ahead of 
him. His desire to kill the goblins had been strong, but now it seemed foolish. 
Six against sixty? The company wouldn’t stand a chance in a fight; they would 
all be killed. 


Time seemed to slow down. The rocky place Alex remembered seemed to be 
further away than he’d guessed. Troubled thoughts filled his mind as the group 
continued to walk, and the thoughts weren’t all about goblins. This wasn’t the 
first time he’d heard a voice that seemed to be coming from inside his own head. 


Alex was starting to think they had gone too far, that they’d missed the rocky 
place in the darkness, when Bregnest came to a sudden stop. Without speaking, 
he motioned for the others to follow him off the road, pointing to a high spot a 
few hundred yards away where four stones, each one nearly as tall as Alex, 
formed a rough square, giving them some cover. They started forward once 
more, moving slower than they had before and unavoidably making more noise. 
Some of the rocks on the hillside were loose, and they clacked loudly against 
each other as the horses walked over them. 


“This will have to do,” Bregnest said quietly when they reached the standing 
stones. “We’ll tie the horses between the rocks, and—” 

His words were cut short as Sindar dove forward, knocking both Alex and 
Andy to the ground. Alex heard a loud crack, and then what sounded like a stick 


being dropped on the rocks. 
“Arrows,” Halfdan growled. “We’re in trouble now.” 
“Let the horses run,” Bregnest yelled. “Get into the square.” 


Alex let go of Shahree’s reins as he tried to get to his feet. He could hear the 
other horses already running across the stony ground, but Shahree stood still, 
waiting for Alex to command her. 


“Go!” Alex yelled, afraid that an arrow would hit his horse at any moment. 
“Guide the others to safety. I will call you when the danger has passed.” 


Shahree snorted and dashed into the darkness, vanishing in seconds. Alex 
stumbled over loose gravel and crashed into one of the large stones, falling to his 
knees. His mind raced with fear, and he tried as hard as he could to focus and 
control his emotions. The goblins had them trapped, and he couldn’t see any way 
for them to escape. 

“Ts anyone hit?” Sindar questioned. 

“Thanks to you, no,” Andy answered in a shaky voice. 

“They will be coming soon,” said Bregnest. “Pll take the north side. Sindar, 
the south. Alex and Val, the east. Halfdan and Andy, the west. Stay near the 
rocks, and don’t let them draw you away.” 

Stay near the rocks, Alex repeated to himself as he drew his sword. 

The magic of Moon Slayer flooded him, and just in time. As soon as the 
sword was in his hand the goblins came from all directions. Alex’s fear 
disappeared, and the desire to destroy the goblins was stronger than ever. Taking 
one quick step forward, he drove his sword through the first goblin warrior and 
was back behind the rocks before an arrow could find him. 

Two more goblins appeared, one of them tripping over the body in his rush to 
reach the rocks. Alex brought his sword down on the goblin’s head, while Val 
took care of the other one with several quick slashes from both his sword and his 
dagger. 

“Everyone still all right?” Bregnest questioned in the darkness. 

“That was only a test,” Halfdan commented after everyone had said they were 
fine. “They’re testing our defenses. They’ll come in greater numbers before 
long.” 

“First they will give us some time,” Sindar added. “In case we decide to run 
for it and make ourselves easy targets.” 

Sindar was right. The night was silent for a long time; Alex could hear his 


friends breathing around him. He knew the goblins were still there, just out of 
sight, waiting for the right time to attack again. The magic of his sword urged 
him to move forward, to go out and hunt down the evil in the darkness, but he 
resisted. 


Alex tried to relax, but it wasn’t easy. Taking several deep breaths he focused 
his thoughts on something other than the trouble they were in. At first he 
couldn’t think of anything at all, and then he thought about the goblins. Why 
were they even here? The goblins had been moving down the valley, but where 
were they going? The more he thought about the goblins, the more he felt his 
magic moving outward, away from him. 


Unsure of what he was doing, Alex let his magic flow. He felt the emotions of 
his friends for a moment—their worries and fears—but then his magic moved 
on. Hoping that his magic could somehow help, Alex focused on every thought 
and feeling that came into his mind. There was nothing for a time, and then a 
mix of hate and fear crashed into his mind. He pressed himself against the rock 
he was standing next to so he wouldn’t fall down. A wave of thoughts washed 
over him, and as he struggled to sort them out, he suddenly understood. 


“They will come from the north in force,” Alex said softly. “One or two from 
each of the other sides, but at least a dozen from the north.” 

“How do you—” Val questioned, but stopped short when he saw Alex’s face. 

“Magic?” Bregnest asked. 

“Yes,” said Alex, pushing himself away from the rock. “They will be here in a 
few minutes.” 

“Alex and Sindar with me on the north,” Bregnest ordered without asking any 
more questions. “Sindar, keep an eye on the others, just in case.” 

They had barely moved into position when the goblins appeared, howling and 
yelling like demons. Alex let the magic of his sword guide him as he fought, but 
he continued to resist the urge to rush out and slay every goblin he could find. 

The battle was short and bloody, and near the end, Alex looked around in 
time to see a huge goblin hit Halfdan with a hammer-like weapon. Halfdan went 
down hard, and Sindar quickly drove both his swords into the goblin’s chest. The 
elf reached down to check Halfdan for wounds, and Alex was glad Halfdan 
hadn’t been killed. 

“Take more than a little tap to keep me down,” Halfdan growled in defiance. 

“Why don’t they come in larger numbers?” Val questioned. “They could 


easily overwhelm us if they sent more warriors.” 


“A game,” Sindar answered softly. “It is a game to them. Goblins love to 
gamble, and we have given them the perfect opportunity.” 


“What do you mean?” Alex questioned. 


“They gamble on who will come against us,” Sindar answered. “They place 
bets on how many will return, on how many of us they will kill or capture. The 
lives of others, even others of their own kind, mean little to goblins. They will 
gamble all night if they can.” 


“And when morning comes?” Bregnest questioned. 


“If we can hold until morning, we may have a chance to escape,” said Sindar. 
“Tf we try to run now, we have no chance at all.” 


“Then we’d better build up our defenses,” said Halfdan. “We can pile up their 
dead and make a wall to funnel their next attack into a smaller space.” 


The night seemed endless, as did the number of goblins that came out of it. 
Alex and his friends would fight for a few minutes, killing eight or ten goblins. 
They’d move the dead goblins to form grotesque walls around the small square 
of stones, and then Alex and his friends would rest and wait for the next attack. 


Alex always knew when the goblins were coming, and where the most 
goblins would be, and Bregnest never questioned how he knew. Alex’s 
knowledge was keeping them alive, but he wasn’t sure it would be enough. 

At first his magic let him know which direction the main attack would come 
from, but as the night wore on, Alex’s magic showed him more. He knew there 
were more than the sixty goblins Sindar had originally estimated. Several 
hundred goblins encircled the hilltop, and at times he could even hear what they 
were saying. 

“Tt will be dawn in about two hours,” Sindar said after another short battle. 

“A long time to hold our ground,” said Val. “Perhaps we should try to cut our 
way through. Head south. The goblins are less likely to follow us toward a city, 
and—” 

“No,” Alex interrupted. “We can’t fight our way out to the south.” 

“Why not?” Bregnest questioned. “What do you see?” 

“I... I don’t know,” Alex answered. “Someone has arrived, someone in 
charge. He’s not happy that we are here. The goblins need to be someplace else, 
and we are slowing them down. The leader is sending something to put an end to 
this problem—to us.” 


“Sending something?” Halfdan questioned. 

“I don’t know what it means,” Alex went on as if he hadn’t heard the 
question. “A hand, a fist . . . I don’t understand.” 

“A fist,” Sindar repeated in a worried tone. “That’s what goblins call their 
shaman. Goblin shamans have powerful magic, and they are normally escorted 
by a hundred of their fiercest warriors.” 


“Then our troubles just got worse,” said Val. “We need to make a run for it, 
before this goblin shaman gets here.” 

“But without horses, how far can we run?” Halfdan questioned. 

“We can’t stay here,” said Andy. 

“Alex,” Bregnest said softly, “can you tell where their lines are the weakest? 
If we can hit them where and when they don’t expect it, we might be able to 
break through.” 

Alex didn’t answer for several seconds as he let his magic search around 
them. Most of the goblins were to the south, expecting them to run. He wasn’t 
sure where the shaman and his escort would be, but the leader of the goblins was 
to their west. 

“North and east,” Alex finally said. “That’s where the fewest goblins are.” 

“Then we move, as soon as their next attack is defeated,” said Bregnest. “If 
we head out as soon as the attacking goblins are down, the noise of our 
movement might go unnoticed.” 

“If we are attacked before we can make our escape, do we Stay as a group, or 
is it every man for himself?” Val questioned. 

“A coldhearted question to ask, but one that must be answered,” said Sindar. 
“Some of us must escape to take a warning to the people of Norsland if nothing 
else.” 

“The words are bitter, but it is every man for himself,” said Bregnest. “Sindar, 
Halfdan—you are both able to see better in the dark than the rest of us. You two 
will lead. Alex, Val, and Andy will follow you. Pl bring up the rear.” 

“As soon as the next battle is over then,” said Sindar, bowing to Bregnest. 
“May fate smile on us all.” 

“They are coming from the north,” Alex said after a few minutes of silence. 
“Only from the north this time. There are no other goblins approaching.” 

No one said anything as they all prepared for the fight and the desperate flight 


that would follow. Alex didn’t like the idea of leaving his friends behind if they 
couldn’t escape, but Bregnest had said the words. “Every man for himself” 
meant exactly what it sounded like. Each of them was to try to escape, not 
stopping to help their friends or to fight off the goblins. They were to escape at 
any cost, and then take a warning to the people of Norsland. 


“Here they come,” Sindar whispered in the darkness. 


Alex and the others didn’t wait for the goblins to reach the rocks, but charged 
out to meet them head on. The goblins were taken by surprise, and it didn’t take 
long for the company to finish them off. Sindar and Halfdan headed northeast at 
a trot as soon as the last goblin was down. Alex let Val and Andy move ahead of 
him as he followed, hoping to keep as many of his friends as safe as he could. 


They went on for a time, and Alex searched the land around him with his 
magic. He couldn’t feel any goblins near them, and for a moment he felt 
relieved, but then he realized his mistake. Something was hiding the goblins 
from his magic, something he had never encountered before, and that could 
mean only one thing. The goblin shaman was close by, working his own magic 
to hide his warriors and trap the party on open ground. 


He had to warn the others, but Alex knew that calling out would be a mistake. 
He looked behind him, but Bregnest was nowhere to be seen. Cursing himself 
for not noticing the shaman’s magic sooner, Alex raced after his friends. 
Bregnest would catch up in a few minutes—he couldn’t be that far behind—and 
then they could make a new plan for their escape. 


Running as fast as he could and still being silent, Alex sent his magic out 
ahead of him. He couldn’t see far in the darkness, but he knew his magic would 
lead him to the others faster than his eyes could. 


Alex hadn’t run far before he stopped short. His magic didn’t feel anything 
ahead of him, not even the empty land. It was as if a cloud of darkness had 
covered him, smothering his magic and leaving him blind. He was completely 
helpless, and his friends were running into a trap. 


A flame of anger came to life inside Alex’s chest and he started forward once 
more. He had failed his friends, and he was angry with himself. He had been 
foolish, trusting magic that he didn’t understand and had never used before. It 
must have been easy for the shaman to use him, to turn his confidence against 
him. Now he would die—worse, his friends would die—because he hadn’t been 
smart enough to see the trap. 


He drew Moon Slayer and the magic of his sword flowed into him, joining 


with his own anger as it came. Alex didn’t try to hold back his anger or his 
desire to destroy goblins; he let the feelings grow inside of him. The goblins 
would pay for the lives of his friends before this night was over. He would kill 
them all if he could, and he would destroy the shaman that had used him. 


He started running once more, letting the magic of his sword guide his steps. 
It wasn’t long before Alex saw three dead goblins lying near a narrow path. His 
friends had put up a fight; perhaps there was still hope. When at last the path 
came to a meadow, he found what he was looking for. 


The first three goblins never knew he was there, and the six who were close 
to them only had time to scream in fear before Alex hacked them down. The 
screams alerted other warriors, but that didn’t save them. Goblin weapons and 
armor shattered under the force of Moon Slayer as Alex drove headlong into his 
enemy. Broken steel and goblin blood fell like rain in the clearing, and then the 
unexpected happened. 


Alex felt something powerful and as cold as ice hit him from behind. Pain 
filled his mind and drove him to his knees. He lifted his head and saw his sword 
on the ground a few yards in front of him, but he couldn’t remember dropping it. 
A great weight seemed to be resting on his back. 


“Your sword is no match for my magic, boy,” a rough, jeering voice said from 
Alex’s left. “Take him. Put him with the others. We’ll have some good sport with 
this lot once we get home.” 


Take him. 


Those two words burned into Alex’s mind, igniting his anger once more. Take 
him—as if he were no threat, as if he were a piece of baggage to be carried away. 
He would not be taken, not by these foul creatures, and he would not submit to 
the magic that held him down. His friends might already be lost, but he would 
make the goblins pay for that loss. 


As his anger rose up inside of him, the weight on his back grew lighter. Alex 
pushed himself to his feet, turning to look at the goblin who had spoken. Even in 
the shadow-filled meadow Alex could see the shaman clearly. A strange black 
mist filled with purple and blue streaks seemed to float around his enemy like a 
lightning storm at night. In his right hand the shaman held a staff with what 
looked like a human skull attached to the top of it. Seeing the skull sent Alex 
into an even greater rage, but instead of letting the anger take control, he used it 
to focus his thoughts and his magic. 


The goblin’s eyes grew wide as Alex stood up. The purple and blue flashes 


around the shaman grew brighter and spun around him with dizzying speed. He 
was terrible to look at, but his voice was full of fear when he started to yell. 


“Kill him! Kill him now!” 


Alex reached out for his sword and it flew through the air to his hand. Even as 
his fist closed around the hilt of the sword, the dark blade was moving, 
becoming a blue-white flame. Three warriors stood between Alex and the 
shaman, but the flaming sword passed through them without slowing, instantly 
turning them to ash. 


The shaman raised his left hand to cast a spell, but he wasn’t fast enough. The 
world seemed to slow down around Alex, and for a moment he could hear no 
sound at all. He didn’t move forward to kill the shaman with his sword, he only 
moved his own left hand in a small circle. 


Flames exploded from the shaman’s chest, rising fast and hot and spinning 
wildly around the rest of his body. The shaman screamed in agony as a 
whirlwind of flame consumed him. Alex poured all of his anger into the fire, 
letting it grow larger and hotter with each passing second. The tornado of blue- 
white flame was more than thirty feet tall when it started to move with deadly 
speed and accuracy. 


Goblins ran in every direction, yelling and screaming words that Alex didn’t 
hear. Wherever the goblins went, the flames followed, burning them like dry 
grass on a windy day. Rocks and trees exploded when the heat of the flames 
touched them, the debris tearing apart any goblins that were nearby. Soon it 
looked as if the entire forest was on fire, and Alex did nothing to slow the 
flames. 


Once more he let his magic flow outward, searching for the cursed creatures 
he wanted so much to destroy. There were a few goblins left in the forest around 
him, but most were running away in panic. He could feel more goblins in the 
distance, but they were too far away for the flames of his anger to reach them. 
They would live for now, but sooner or later he would find them and destroy 
them, just as he had destroyed their shaman. 

Slowly Alex’s anger faded. With his rage spent, the tornado of flame flickered 
and died out, leaving only the burning trees to light the meadow around him. He 
was tired, worn out, and terribly sad. His friends were lost, he was alone, and all 
he wanted to do was sleep. 

Dropping to the ground, Alex tried to think. The shaman had said something 
about the others, but in his anger he hadn’t been listening. It was something 


important, something he needed to remember, but it wouldn’t come to him. 
Before he could force the answer out of his tired brain, Alex collapsed into 
unconsciousness. 


Chapter Eight 


Hostages 


It was a few seconds before Alex realized he was awake and that the feeling 
of something approaching was more than just another bad dream. He didn’t 
move a muscle as he waited, letting his magic tell him what he needed to know. 
He tightened his grip on Moon Slayer, ready for whoever or whatever was 
creeping up on him. 

In a flash of speed Alex was on his feet, his sword raised and ready to strike. 
Sindar jumped back in surprise, his own swords coming up in defense. For a 
second the two of them looked at each other, unable to believe what they were 
seeing. 

“Alex! You survived,” Sindar almost shouted. 

“Sindar, you’re alive,” Alex said at the same time. 


They threw their arms around each other like long lost brothers, and for a 
minute nothing else in the world mattered. 


“The others?” asked Alex, as they broke apart. “Have you seen any sign of 
them?” 


Sindar shook his head “I thought . . . I thought you were all dead because of 
my foolishness.” 


“Foolishness? What are you talking about?” 


“T should have known this was a trap,” Sindar answered slowly. “I have 
fought goblins many times before. I know how cunning they can be. I should 
have known that an open path would lead to a trap. Forgive me, Alex. I’ve 
failed.” 


“Tt’s not your fault,” Alex said softly. “If anyone is to blame, it’s me. I should 
have noticed the shaman’s magic sooner. I shouldn’t have been so confident in 
my own abilities. If I hadn’t believed everything my magic told me, this never 
would have happened.” 

“You are not to blame,” Sindar replied. “And perhaps neither am I. Enough of 
doubts and blame—there will be time for that another day. What about the 
others? I’ve seen no sign of them, and I’ve searched the dead between here and 
the rocks we took cover behind last night.” 


“T haven’t seen anyone,” said Alex. “What happened to you during the 


battle?” 

“Halfdan and I were in the lead,” Sindar said. “Fifteen or twenty goblins 
attacked us, and we were separated in the fight. I tried to get back to the rest of 
the group, but more goblins appeared. I thought it best to lead as many of them 
away from the company as I could, so I killed a few to make sure they would 
follow me and I led them west.” 

“He said to put me with the others,” Alex said suddenly. “‘Put him with the 
others. We’ll have some good sport when we get home,’ that’s what he said.” 

“Who said that?” Sindar asked in alarm. 

“The goblin shaman. He was here when I entered the meadow. He hit me with 
some kind of magic that pinned me to the ground. I don’t remember everything 
that happened, but I know he said to put me with the others.” 

“The shaman? Did he escape with the other goblins?” Sindar questioned in a 
worried tone. 

“No, I destroyed him,” Alex answered, sitting down on a large rock. 

“It would have been better if our friends had died with him,” Sindar said 
slowly. “Death is better than being hostage to a goblin.” 

“Hostage?” Alex questioned in alarm. 

“You are sure the shaman said to put you with the others?” Sindar asked, 
ignoring Alex’s question. 

“Yes, I’m sure that’s what he said.” 

“Then the others have been captured, probably with the help of the shaman’s 
magic. The goblins will take them back to their caves, and then...” 

“Tf our friends are alive we have to go after them,” Alex said. “If there is any 
chance at all of saving them we must try.” 

“Yes. It will be difficult, but we must try.” 

“Let’s get started,” said Alex, standing up once more. “The goblins have been 
running for hours, we need to hurry if we are going to catch them.” 

“Rest a little longer, Alex,” Sindar answered. “You’ve had a long night and 
used a great deal of magic. You will need all the rest you can get if we are to 
chase the goblins on foot.” 

“We won’t be on foot for long,” said Alex. “The horses may have run, but I 
can call Shahree back to me. She’ll bring the other horses with her, and then we 
can go.” 


“Then call to your friend, and rest while she comes to you,” Sindar said, his 
voice little more than a whisper. “I will search for any signs of a trail, and try to 
find our friends’ weapons while you gather your strength.” 


Sindar hurried off as soon as he had spoken, leaving Alex alone. 


Alex stood for several minutes, trying to relax and letting his feelings melt 
away. His mind became clear, and he focused his thoughts on Shahree, trying to 
picture her as clearly in his mind as he could. He knew that Shahree would not 
go far and that she had only run becuse he had told her to. For a long moment he 
held his breath, concentrating on his horse. 

“Shahree,” Alex called softly. “Shahree, come to me.” 

For a moment he stood listening, hoping that his magic had worked. There 
was no reply to his words, though he had not expected one. And then his magic 
told him that Shahree had heard him and that she was already gathering the other 
horses and galloping back to him. 

“T have found our friends’ weapons,” said Sindar when he returned to Alex a 
short time later. “And I have found the trail of the goblins who have our friends. 
Now we must consider how best to pursue our enemy.” 

“What do you mean?” Alex questioned, thinking that they would simply ride 
out as soon as the horses returned. 

“Goblins will not travel in sunlight unless they absolutely must,” said Sindar. 
“They are unsteady on their feet while the sun is up.” 


“So if we catch them in sunlight, we will have a great advantage.” 


“T doubt that we will catch them during the day,” said Sindar, rubbing his face 
in thought. “These goblins will move at night. They will find a hiding place 
when the sun starts to rise and not move again until it begins to set. Our 
advantage is that days are long in Norsland during the summertime, so we will 
have more time to pursue them and they will have less time to flee.” 


“And when we overtake them?” 


“Then we will rescue our friends, or at the least avenge their deaths. Rescue 
will be difficult, as goblins would sooner kill their captives than let them go.” 


“Then we have a great disadvantage in trying to save them.” 

“We may find a way,” said Sindar. “Much will depend on where and when we 
find them.” 

“How many goblins do you think there are? I mean, how many are we going 
to have to kill to free our friends?” Alex questioned. 


“Fifty—maybe sixty of them,” Sindar answered. “From the trails I could find, 
it appears that they have broken into smaller groups and are all running for their 
holes. I would guess the loss of their shaman has them scared. Whatever trouble 
they were on their way to make, it will not happen now.” 


“At least we have done some good,” said Alex. “The horses will be here soon, 
and then we can start after the goblins.” 


“They will know you for a wizard and a warrior, and they will fear you,” 
Sindar commented. “You have used a lot of magic; perhaps you should rest a 
little longer before we start.” 


“Their fear may drive them to kill our friends,” said Alex in a worried tone. “I 
can rest once we have rescued the others.” 


“Their fear will drive them to run, but not to kill the others. They will keep 
them alive as hostages, and use them to drive you away, if they can.” 


“How could they use my friends to drive me away?” Alex asked. 


“They will make threats and promises. They will promise to let them go if 
you will promise not to attack. Their promises will be lies, of course, but as a 
wizard, you would be bound by your promise.” 


“T would not feel bound by anything I promised to goblins,” said Alex 
defiantly. 


“They are clever and wicked. They will make you promise by something that 
matters to you greatly. I have seen others caught in such traps before.” 


“I do not know what promise goblins would ask that I would feel bound to 
keep, but I do not wish to find out. Perhaps we should start walking now, the 
horses can catch up.” 


“Your magic needs time to recover,” Sindar said slowly. “And we may need 
all the magic you can summon to save our friends.” 


“My magic is fine,” Alex answered. “I will be able to do whatever needs 
doing when the time comes.” 
“Are you so sure?” 
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I—” Alex started and stopped. “No, I guess I’m not. Whalen explained how 
there is only so much magic a wizard can do before it runs out. He told me that 
magic is like a bowl catching raindrops. Every bit of magic used takes some of 
the water out of the bowl, and it sometimes takes a long time for the bowl to fill 
up again.” 

“From the looks of this meadow, I would say you poured a great deal of water 


out of your bowl,” Sindar said in a worried tone. 


“Whalen also said that different wizards have different sized bowls,” Alex 
answered, not wanting to think about what might happen if his magic ran out. 
“He told me I would know when the bowl was nearly empty, and right now, it 
doesn’t feel very empty.” 


“Very well,” said Sindar. “We will begin our chase as soon as the horses 
return.” 


Shahree and the other horses appeared in less than an hour. Sindar and Alex 
checked them all to make sure they were unhurt before they started off after the 
goblins. Alex was worried for his friends and what the goblins might do to them, 
and his worries made him eager to be moving. 


Sindar led the way, and Alex followed close behind him. The goblin path was 
easy to follow. The creatures had hacked at trees as they passed and stomped the 
grass flat; Alex could have followed the path in the dark if he had to. 


“How do you know that our friends were captured by this group of goblins?” 
asked Alex. 


“Boot prints,” Sindar said. “The goblins trample everything, but here and 
there I see prints from leather boots.” 


“But how do you know they belong to Bregnest and the others?” asked Alex. 


“Goblins don’t wear leather boots. They either go barefoot, or they wear 
square-toed boots with iron soles.” 


Alex didn’t ask any more questions, trusting that Sindar knew what he was 
doing. They rode without stopping until the sun was down and the only light was 
the deep red of the western horizon. Sindar insisted that they rest for a few hours 
and get something to eat. It had been a long time since Alex had eaten, and he 
was hungry, but he didn’t feel at all sleepy. 


“You are still hot with anger, though you seem to have your emotions under 
control,” Sindar commented. “You should rest, even if you don’t feel the need. 
When we overtake our enemy, you must be fresh and ready for battle.” 


Reluctantly Alex tried to sleep, but his dreams were full of goblins and he 
kept waking up. He finally managed to slip into a light but restful sleep. His 
mind remained alert as his body relaxed, and he let his thoughts search for a way 
to free his friends. 


Before the sun was up the next morning, Alex and Sindar started following 
the goblin’s trail. “I would guess from their tracks that only fifty or so of our 


enemy remain,” said Sindar. “If no others join them, we may have a good chance 
of killing them all.” 


“Fifty goblins against the two of us?” 


“T know. It seems unlikely that we could kill them all and save our friends at 
the same time.” 


“Tt is a difficult problem,” Alex commented, seeing how troubled Sindar was. 
“First things first, however. We must find the goblins, and then we can decide 
how best to destroy them and rescue our friends.” 


“You are correct. These tracks are only hours old. I think if we ride hard, we 
may catch the goblins tonight. Though I would prefer finding them while the sun 
is up if we can, since that is when they will be the weakest.” 


“That would be best. If luck is with us, we may find the goblins tomorrow 
and free our friends by tomorrow night.” 


“And if luck is against us, we will slay the goblins before the third day 
arrives,” Sindar said softly, his voice deadly cold. 


All that day Alex and Sindar followed the goblins’ trail through the forest and 
open meadows. Alex was surprised that the goblins had traveled so far so 
quickly, and their speed made him worry. 


As darkness was covering the land, Sindar halted once more. He looked at the 
ground and then at Alex. 


“These tracks are fresh,” Sindar whispered. “We should rest here for a time. If 
the goblins discover that we are following them, they will move faster tonight, 
and our hopes of catching them tomorrow will be lost.” 


“Will they be watching the road behind them?” Alex questioned, climbing off 
Shahree. 


“Probably. They know that you were left behind and that you may follow. 
They do not know that there are two of us—or at least I don’t think they know. It 
would be to our advantage if they think you are alone.” 

“Have you thought of a way to rescue our friends?” Alex asked hopefully. 

“T have an idea, but it is not yet clear to me. Much will depend on where we 
find the goblins hiding tomorrow.” 

Alex nodded his understanding and loosened Shahree’s saddle. They might 
need to ride fast at a moment’s notice, but he wanted to make her as comfortable 
as possible. Alex gently stroked Shahree’s neck, whispering softly that he was 
sorry for her burden. Shahree nuzzled his shoulder but made no sound, and Alex 


knew that she understood. 


Sindar let Alex sleep until midnight and then woke him to continue the chase. 
Alex felt completely refreshed and was glad to be back in pursuit of his friends. 
He didn’t want to leave them in the goblins’ hands any longer than he absolutely 
had to. And with Sindar’s help and a little luck, they might be able to rescue 
them in less than a day now. 


As dawn came once more, Sindar made Alex rest again. Alex was vexed by 
the delay, but he did as Sindar asked. Sindar, after all, knew a great deal more 
about goblins than he did. Alex slept for about an hour and then was up again, 
ready to carry on the chase. 


Sindar looked troubled as they moved forward, however. This was the second 
full day of hunting, and soon the chase would be at an end, one way or another. 
Alex hoped that Sindar would find a way to rescue their friends, because he had 
no ideas at all. 


Shortly after midday, Sindar stopped and motioned for Alex to remain where 
he was. Alex watched as Sindar jumped from his horse and moved into the trees 
without making a sound. Alex knew they must be close to the goblins, and he 
was Starting to feel nervous. He had trusted to luck before, but he didn’t like 
doing it when his friends’ lives were on the line. When Sindar returned, he 
motioned for Alex to follow him back the way they had come. After about a 
mile, he spoke. 


“The goblins are in a narrow gully,” said Sindar. “The back of the gully is 
steep and they aren’t watching it. That is where our friends are, with only a few 
guards watching them. There are three other men tied up as well. They appear to 
be soldiers, but I don’t recognize the design on their uniforms.” 


“Three others?” Alex questioned, then shook his head. “Three or thirty, it 
doesn’t matter if we can’t get down the gully to them. If we had bows we might 
be able to kill the guards and then climb down to our friends and the others, but 
as weare...” 

“We don’t need bows. The mouth of the gully opens into a wide meadow, and 
on the far side of the meadow the trees are thick.” 

“How will that help us?” Alex questioned. 

“My plan is this: Tonight, when the sun touches the tops of the trees, you start 
dozens of fires on the far side of the meadow. The goblins will think that a large 
number of men or some other enemy has camped there, and they will be worried. 
While they are distracted, I will climb down the back of the gully and free our 


friends.” 

“They will see you,” Alex protested. “And even if you make it down, you’ll 
be trapped in the back of the gully.” 

“Perhaps,” Sindar agreed. “However, I should be able to kill the guards and 
free our company. I doubt they will be in any shape to fight, at least at first. That 
won’t matter because once they are safe, I will attack the goblins from behind. 
Then you can ride forward and attack from the front.” 

“A risky plan at best,” said Alex, shaking his head as he tried to think of a 
better way to rescue their friends. “There are fifty or more goblins, Sindar. I 
know they fear our swords, and I know Moon Slayer can help us kill them, but— 
fifty of them?” 

“We have no choice,” Sindar insisted. “It is unlikely that we will catch them 
in a spot like this again. In another day or two they may reach their own caves, 
and all hope will be lost. The goblins are afraid, and the fires you conjure will 
add to their fear. Those who let fear govern them often make mistakes.” 

“You’re right,” Alex agreed reluctantly. “We have no choice. We must do 
what we can and hope for the best. Perhaps I can find another way to add to their 
fear. I might be able to cast an illusion or two that will help us.” 

“Rest now,” said Sindar. “There are still several hours before we need to 
move, and you have slept little in the past two days.” 


“T’m fine. I will have time to rest when this is finished.” 


“Try to rest your mind at least,” Sindar persisted. “You will need all your 
power and all your luck this night.” 


Chapter Nine 


Rescue 


Alex managed to sleep for perhaps two hours before he was up and moving 
around once more. He was nervous and worried and even a little scared. The 
plan he and Sindar had agreed on was terribly risky and almost sure to fail. 
Unfortunately, it was the only plan they had, and Alex knew this might be the 
only chance they had to save their friends. 


Alex knew Sindar was tense as well, but neither of them spoke about what 
was going to happen. They simply waited for the sun to set and hoped that their 
plan would work. 


Alex tried to think of something he could do to scare the goblins even more. 
He had thought of using illusions to add to their fear, but for a long time he 
couldn’t think of anything that would make the goblins want to run instead of 
fight. When the answer finally came to him, Alex almost laughed out loud. It 
was an illusion he was sure he could create and one that was sure to make the 
goblins run away as fast as their legs could carry them. 


“A dragon?” Sindar questioned when Alex presented his idea. “Indeed, there 
are few creatures that would not run away from a dragon, but can you do it?” 


“T can create the illusion of a dragon,” Alex answered confidently. “I might 
even be able to make it breathe fire.” 


“Then perhaps one large fire on the hillside,” said Sindar. “As if the dragon is 
just waking. Have your illusion fly out of the fire toward the gully. And if you 
can manage to ignite a few trees along the way, it would help.” 


“PII do all that I can,” said Alex. The sun was already dropping into the west, 
and he walked to Shahree and tightened her saddle. “Let’s get moving. It’s time.” 


“When the sun touches the trees and the meadow is covered with shadow,” 
Sindar reminded Alex. 


“Be careful,” Alex said. “I don’t want to come to the wall looking for you.” 


“You will not find me there. If your dragon does not drive the goblins off, I 
will attack. If you hear the sound of battle, come quickly, my friend.” 


“As fast as I can,” Alex answered, turning Shahree into the trees. 


Alex rode in a great loop around the goblin camp, making his way to the far 
side of the meadow. He had studied the land as they had waited and knew 


exactly which path to take. Sindar rode in the opposite direction, and Alex hoped 
that he would arrive quietly at the back of the gully, unnoticed by the goblins 
below. 


Alex tried to clear his mind as he rode, but his worries persisted no matter 
what he did. Absentmindedly he patted Shahree’s neck, knowing that he might 
have to ride her into battle for the first time. 


“T must move swiftly, my friend,” Alex said softly to the horse. “I do not 
willingly take you into this fight, but it seems I have no choice.” 


Shahree snorted at his words, as if unconcerned by the thought of battle. Alex 
patted her neck again. He was glad that she at least didn’t seem worried about 
what was coming. 


Reaching the place above the meadow where he would create his illusion, 
Alex dismounted and looked toward the gully where his enemy was waiting. He 
couldn’t see much except for an occasional flash of sunlight on steel. Obviously 
the goblins had set a watch at the mouth of the gully, and Alex hoped they were 
paying attention. 

As the last rays of sunlight left the meadow and the sun touched the treetops, 
Alex mounted Shahree once more. He was still nervous and worried, but it was 
time to set their plan into action. 


“Let us hope for the best, my friend,” Alex said to Shahree. 


Shahree snorted in excitement, and Alex let loose his magic, sending an entire 
grove of pine trees into flames. The trees burned like matchsticks, and as the 
flames reached into the sky, Alex created his illusion. 


A huge red dragon exploded out of the burning trees. Alex let loose a 
thunderclap spell that sent flaming branches flying in every direction. He let his 
thoughts slip into the illusion, which allowed him to control it and see the world 
through the dragon’s eyes. A wild sense of freedom filled him, taking his breath 
away as the illusion lifted into the darkening sky. 


For a few seconds the dragon hovered over the meadow, and in those seconds 
Alex fought to keep himself from becoming part of his own illusion. He had 
known that creating illusions could be dangerous, but he had not known how 
dangerous. The beauty and power of the dragon filled his mind, and he longed to 
have the complete freedom that the dragon shape offered. 


Shahree snorted and reared slightly, shaking Alex from his thoughts. Alex 
could still see through the eyes of his illusion, but the desire to become part of it 


was gone. Refocusing his mind, he sent his dragon diving toward the meadow 
and the unsuspecting goblins. 


The dragon breathed out a ball of flame as it dropped toward the gully, and in 
the firelight Alex could see that his idea was working far better than he’d 
expected. Goblins ran wildly out of the gully, fighting past the slower goblins in 
front of them. The dragon flew over the gully before lifting back into the air and 
turning slowly toward the meadow. 


“Now, my friend,” said Alex as he urged his horse forward. “We need to 
reach the others before any more trouble finds us.” 


Shahree whinnied loudly and galloped down the hillside. As they reached the 
open meadow, Shahree broke into a run. 


Alex set his illusion to circling the meadow, allowing the circles to grow 
larger and larger with each pass, as though the dragon was hunting. 


As Alex rode into the gully he called out to Sindar, “Are they all right?” 


“They are alive,” said Sindar. “Though they’ve had a rough time of it, and 
were treated none too gently.” 


Alex jumped from his saddle and ran forward to help cut the ropes from the 
rest of the company. He left the unknown three men tied up for the time being. 
His friends all looked pale and tired, but unhurt, and that was a huge relief. Alex 
wanted to cheer, but then he saw the fear in his friends’ eyes. He turned to see 
what they were looking at and realized that they could see his illusion flying past 
the gully. 

“Didn’t you tell them about the illusion?” Alex asked. 


“T tried,” Sindar answered. “But a few of the goblins were still in the gully 
when I arrived—trying to hide from your creation, I suspect. I dealt with them 
quickly enough, but there hasn’t been time to explain the mischief of a clever 
wizard.” 


Alex sent his illusion into a wider circle, using it to search the land for any 
possible enemies while he and Sindar explained things to their friends. It took 
some time for all the questions to be answered, and while they talked, Alex 
started a campfire. He knew that it was safe for them to stay here, at least for 
tonight, and he thought a meal would do everyone some good. 


“Our weapons?” Bregnest asked. 


“We recovered them before starting after you,” said Sindar, reaching for his 
magic bag. “We had great hopes of returning them to you.” 


“And your hopes have proven true,” said Bregnest, taking his weapons from 
Sindar. “We are all very much in yours and Alex’s debt.” 


“We did what we had to do,” Sindar answered, handing out the rest of the 
weapons. “But there are other matters we need to discuss.” Sindar’s eyes moved 
to the three men who were still tied up. 


Bregnest turned to look at the men and nodded. Alex saw his friend stiffen in 
the firelight, and without asking, he knew that Bregnest recognized the uniforms 
the men were wearing. 


“You are a long way from home, brothers,” Bregnest said slowly. “What 
brings soldiers from the house of Domina to Norsland?” 


“Lord Bregnest,” one of the men answered, bowing his head slightly. “Our 
lives are in your hands, so it would seem an honest answer is the only one that 
will do. I fear, however, that honesty may cost us what little we still have left.” 

“Speak freely,” Bregnest answered calmly. “If there is any way to repay your 
honesty, I will find it.” 

“So be it,” said the man with a sigh. “We were sent by Lord Kappa to follow 
you and your company. In following you, we ran into a host of goblins. I fear the 
rest of our men were destroyed, and we three were unlucky enough to be 
captured by the foul creatures.” 

“How many men were with you?” Bregnest questioned. “And what were your 
orders concerning myself and my friends?” 

“There were forty of us—a full company,” the man answered. “Our orders 
were to follow you at a distance and not interfere or help you in any way. If you 
and your company appeared to be returning to Alusia before the spring festival, 
we were to detain you and escort you back to Kappa at a relaxed pace.” 

“The spring festival,” Bregnest repeated. “Yes, that makes sense.” 

“What is the spring festival?” Alex asked. 

“Tt is the end of the rainy season in Alusia and the start of the planting 
season,” Bregnest answered as he rubbed his nose. 

“And how long before the festival starts?” Sindar asked. 

“Almost seven months from now,” said Bregnest. “So it appears we know 
how much time we have to finish our quest.” 

“That’s all fine and well,” said Val, “but there are more important matters to 
consider. The goblins may have run off, but they’ll be back soon enough. We 
have a long way to travel and little time to watch after prisoners. It would be 


foolish to take these three with us, and reckless to simply let them go.” 
“You would have us kill defenseless men?” Sindar questioned. 


“They’ve told us a bit about why they are here, but I doubt they’ve told us 
everything,” Val replied. “I think they were sent to waylay us on our journey, 
like bandits. I think they would have killed us if the chance had appeared.” 


“That is not true,” one of the bound men said hotly. “We were ordered to 
capture you, not to kill you. We are soldiers, not scum.” 


“Capture or kill, it comes to the same thing,” Val said coldly. “But there is no 
need to risk our honor by killing these three. We can simply leave them for the 
goblins to find. That would be a much more fitting punishment than a quick and 
simple death.” 


Alex was concentrating on his illusion and searching for danger, but when he 
heard Val’s suggestion, he turned his attention back to his friends. The idea of 
killing the men turned his blood cold, but the thought of leaving them tied up for 
the goblins to find was even worse. 


“Your words are cold and cruel, Val,” said Bregnest. “I hope it is only your 
anger talking. There are few enemies I would give willingly to goblins, and these 
three are not among them.” 


“We have to do something with them,” Halfdan commented in an uneasy 
tone. “And we really can’t take them with us.” 


“T will think on it,” said Bregnest. “For now, we should eat and try to rest. 
Alex, is it safe to camp here for the night?” 


“There are no goblins or any other enemies for many miles,” Alex answered 
as he looked to the sky. “We are safe enough for the time being.” 


“Then we will stay here for now,” said Bregnest. “A normal watch will do. 
These three will remain bound for now. In the morning we will decide what is to 
be done with them.” 


Alex’s friends started setting up camp, and Alex watched his illusion as the 
dragon made one last large circle around them, and then hovered over the empty 
meadow. Val was right when he said that they couldn’t take the three men with 
them on their quest, but Alex felt there had to be some other way to deal with 
them, a way to free the soldiers without putting the company at risk. If they let 
the soldiers go, they would return to Alusia and tell their story. The man named 
Kappa would send more soldiers and that would mean more trouble in the future. 
There was no simple answer, and Alex stood looking up at the dragon for a long 


time without seeing it as he tried to think. 

“Tt is amazing, but it is time to let it go,” Sindar commented from Alex’s side. 

Alex jumped slightly at the sound of Sindar’s voice. 

“Yes,” Alex answered, lifting his hand and moving it back and forth as if 
erasing something from the sky. 

The dragon remained still for a moment before it disappeared into a cloud of 
red and gold sparks. Alex stared into the darkness, and after a few minutes 
Sindar spoke again. 

“How is your magic holding up? Are you getting close to the bottom of the 
bowl?” 

“No, I don’t think so,” said Alex. 

“You are sure that you will know when you are near your limit?” 

“T believe I will know. Whalen explained it clearly to me, and I haven’t seen 
or felt any of the signs yet.” 

“You have done a great deal of magic in a very short time, Alex. I would not 
press you on this, but I fear we may need more of your magic soon. If you are 
near your limit, things could become very difficult.” 

“Things are already difficult,” said Alex. “Sindar, we can’t kill those soldiers. 
And we can’t leave them here for the goblins. We have to find something else to 
do with them.” 

“Their fate is not decided,” Sindar said calmly. “If there is a way to set them 
free, Bregnest will find it.” 

“T am tired,” Alex said after a long pause. “Perhaps something to eat and 
some sleep will help me think.” 

“Perhaps,” Sindar agreed. “But Alex, this is not your decision to make. 
Bregnest has the final word about what we do with those men. You may give 
your opinion, but you are bound to do as he decides.” 

“T know. I just hope the decision is something he can live with.” 

Alex turned and walked back to the campfire. Halfdan was already cooking, 
and the others looked almost too tired to eat. It was only after they had finished 
eating and Halfdan had taken some food to the three soldiers that anyone said 
anything. 

“T should keep watch tonight,” Sindar said. “The rest of you need to sleep, but 
I can rest and watch at the same time.” 


“A kind offer,” said Halfdan, trying to hold back a yawn. 

“Not a bad idea,” said Bregnest. “We have a long walk ahead of us, and a 
good rest will help us on our way.” 

“Not as long a walk as you think,” Sindar replied. “Our horses are tied up 
about a mile away. Alex was able to round them up the morning after we were 
attacked, which is why we were able to rescue you as soon as we did.” 

“A story I would like to hear, but now is not the time,” said Bregnest. “Sindar, 
can you get the horses now? I think most of us can stay awake while you are 
gone.” 

“As you wish,” Sindar answered, getting to his feet. 

Once Sindar was gone, Alex looked around the campfire. His tired friends 
looked as if they were about to fall over, and he didn’t believe any of them could 
stay awake until Sindar returned. 

“Why don’t you all lie down,” Alex suggested. “I’ve had more rest over the 
last few days than you have. Pll keep watch until Sindar returns.” 

Bregnest nodded his agreement with Alex’s suggestion, and Andy, Halfdan, 
and Val got to their feet without comment and moved off to find their blankets. 
Bregnest, though, sat with Alex without speaking, his eyes locked on the 
campfire and his forehead wrinkled in thought. Alex didn’t say anything, not 
wanting to interrupt Bregnest’s thoughts. Finally, when Alex could hear Halfdan 
snoring softly, Bregnest spoke. 

“Can you magically change what a man believes?” 

“T’m not sure I understand what you’re asking,” Alex answered. 

“Can you make them believe that they escaped from the goblins themselves?” 
Bregnest nodded his head toward the three soldiers. “Can you make them forget 
that we were with them, and that you and Sindar rescued us?” 

“Tt is possible,” Alex answered slowly. “I have never tried to do anything like 
that, Bregnest. I’m not sure I can. But if that is the only way to save their lives, I 
will try.” 

“There may be another way, but I’m not sure the others will accept it.” 

“They will accept your decision, whatever it is,” said Alex. “I would like to 
set the soldiers free. I do not believe you would leave them here for the goblins 
to find, and I know you don’t want to kill them. If there is another way, please 
use it.” 

Bregnest didn’t reply, but simply nodded. They sat in silence, watching the 


fire burn down, until Sindar returned with the horses. Patting Alex on the 
shoulder, Bregnest thanked him for speaking his mind, and then went to get 
some sleep. 


“He seems less troubled,” Sindar commented as he sat down beside Alex. 
“T think he is,” Alex replied. 
“Perhaps you should get some sleep as well,” said Sindar. 


“Sleep does sound like a good idea,” said Alex as he rubbed one ear. “I don’t 
sense any danger close to us, but wake me if you need me.” 


If Alex had any dreams that night, he couldn’t remember them when he woke. 
Slowly he rolled out of his blankets and pulled on his boots. Sindar was still 
sitting next to the campfire. Bregnest was already awake, pacing back and forth 
beside the fire with a troubled look on his face. Without speaking, Alex took a 
seat beside Sindar and waited. It wasn’t long before the others started to wake up 
and gather around the fire as well. No one said anything as they waited to hear 
what Bregnest would say. 

“A decision must be made.” Bregnest stopped pacing and turned to look at the 
company. “But before that decision is made, I would like each of you to speak 
your mind concerning our captives. Sindar, your thoughts, please.” 

“T will not leave them for the goblins to find,” Sindar answered without 
hesitating. “I would prefer not to kill them if possible, but if our adventure is in 
danger from them, then I will do what must be done.” 

“Alex?” Bregnest questioned as Sindar fell silent. 

“I would like to set them free,” Alex answered. “I will not leave them for the 
goblins, and I will not kill them. If you decide they must die, I will not stand in 
your way, but I will not take part in their deaths.” 

“Val?” 

“T would take back my rash words,” said Val. “I spoke last night without 
thought, and I can see that my words have troubled you all. I would leave no 
man for goblins to take, but I cannot see how we can set them free. We are trying 
to save the kingdom of Athanor from war, and if three men must die for the 
greater good, then I say let them have a quick and clean death.” 

“Andy?” 

“Like the others, I would not leave them for goblins,” Andy answered slowly. 
“But I don’t see how killing them would help us. Yes, they might tell others that 
we are still alive and searching for the Horn, but I don’t see what harm that can 
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do us. It might make it harder to return to Athanor when we are done, but that’s 
going to be difficult anyway.” 
“Halfdan?” 


“I see you’ve left me for last. Pve had some experience with this kind of 
thing,” said Halfdan with a sigh. “I was on an adventure once where we faced a 
similar problem, and I’m not proud of how we solved it. I did not vote to kill our 
prisoners, but I did not speak up to set them free either. I still see their faces in 
my nightmares. I would save the rest of you from living with the regrets and 
doubts that I live with. I say let them go. Let them go; we will face whatever 
trouble may come of it. If we kill them, we will have to live with it for the rest of 
our lives.” 


“You would risk our adventure and possibly our lives to set these men free?” 
Val questioned. 


“T would,” Halfdan answered firmly. “I know the price that must be paid for 
killing without cause.” 


“Enough,” said Bregnest. “I have heard what you have to say, now I will hear 
what our captives can say for themselves. Halfdan, Andy, cut them free and 
bring them here.” 


Halfdan and Andy hurried to do as Bregnest said. Alex hoped that Bregnest 
would choose to set the men free. Bregnest had said something about another 
way, a way that the other members of the company might not accept. After 
hearing what his friends had to say, Alex hoped that Bregnest’s other way would 
work. 


“Well,” Bregnest said when the three soldiers were standing next to the fire, 
“you’ve heard us talking. You know the decision we are trying to make and what 
your fate might be. Do you have anything to say that might influence our 
decision?” 

“Lord Bregnest,” one of the soldiers said, taking a step forward. “We have 
also talked. We all know you by name and by reputation. We have heard the 
stories of your adventures, the tales of what you have done for Athanor, and the 
rumors of good deeds you have done in secret. We can offer little to convince 
your friends that we mean you no harm, but we are soldiers of the house of 
Domina, sworn to protect the people of Athanor. As men of honor we offer to 
you, Lord Bregnest, the rowshak el cal.” 


“A great offer,” Bregnest replied. “And the only one that could save your 
lives. As a lord of Athanor, I will accept your oath and call on the members of 


my company to witness it.” 


“What is a rowshak el cal?” Sindar questioned as the three soldiers dropped 
to one knee in front of Bregnest. 


“The words are as old as Alusia,” Bregnest answered. “I’m not sure of the 
exact translation, but it means a soul oath. They will take an oath on their souls 
not to betray us and to do as I ask. If any of them break their oath, the other two 
will hunt him down and kill him in the most painful way possible. If the others 
fail, then their family will take up the task, hunting the betrayer and his family to 
extinction.” 


“A powerful oath,” said Halfdan. “I will be honored to act as witness.” 


“Words,” Val said in a sour tone. “They may mean the words now, but will 
they remember them when they are free and safe?” 


“Words are what make a man,” Bregnest replied. “What is honor, Val? It is 
saying you will do something and then doing it. Honor is keeping your word, 
and adventurers are not the only people with honor.” 


“I... I’m sorry. I’ve trusted before and been betrayed,” said Val. “I do not 
trust so easily anymore.” 


“Form a circle around us,” Bregnest commanded the group. 


Alex and the others obeyed, and Bregnest held out his left hand, palm up. 
Each of the soldiers placed his right hand on top of Bregnest’s left, and then 
Bregnest put his right hand on top of them all. 


“Make your oaths,” said Bregnest. 


The soldiers spoke softly in unison. Alex understood most of what they said, 
except for the words from the ancient language of Alusia. As the soldiers 
finished speaking, Bregnest said a few of the ancient words as well, accepting 
their oaths. 


But before Bregnest could release the soldiers’ hands, Alex stepped forward. 
He put his own right hand on top of Bregnest’s, and the words came to him as if 
he had always known them. 


“T bind your oaths to you with a wizard’s seal of magic and with hope. For as 
long as you keep the oaths you have sworn this day, good fortune will follow 
you and yours. In the instant you betray this oath, all that you hold dear will 
wither and rot before your eyes.” 


Alex felt a surge of power rush through him as he finished speaking, and he 
knew that Bregnest and the soldiers felt it as well. Alex lifted his hand and 


returned to the circle. 


“So be it,” Bregnest said after a moment of silence. He released the soldiers’ 
hands. 


Alex thought he should feel tired or dizzy because the magic he had just done 
was powerful, but he didn’t. If anything, he felt more alert and awake than ever, 
full of energy and magic, ready for whatever lay ahead of them. 


After a few minutes, Halfdan started cooking breakfast. The three soldiers sat 
to one side of the fire while Alex’s friends put away their blankets and tended to 
the horses. 


“Alex, are you all right?” Sindar questioned in a soft voice as he walked up 
beside him. 


“T feel wonderful,” Alex answered. “Maybe too good.” 


“That was some powerful magic,” Sindar said. “Vankin told you that magic 
was like a bowl catching water and that there are limits to how much magic you 
can use. I would think you are getting close to your limits after sealing the oath 
like that.” 


“So would I,” said Alex. “I’ve done less magic before and felt dizzy or tired 
afterwards. The morning I lost the rabbit—the one I’d created out of a rock—I 
felt a little tired then. It didn’t last long, but after using my magic, I felt like 
sitting for a bit, like I needed to catch my breath. But this time I don’t feel tired 
at all. I feel like the bowl has instantly been refilled and I’m ready for anything.” 


“Strange,” Sindar said in a thoughtful tone. “I think, before you use any more 
magic, you should send a message to Vankin. He might be able to explain what 
has happened, and I’m sure he will want to know about your bowl being filled 
again so rapidly.” 

“You are right,” said Alex. “Pl write to him tonight when we make camp.” 


The rest of the morning was spent putting packs together for the three soldiers 
to take with them. Having no horses, they would have to walk, and it would take 
them some time before they would reach a town or city. Bregnest gave each of 
them a small bag of money so they could buy more food when they reached a 
town. 


“What would you have us tell Kappa when we return?” one of the soldiers 
questioned. 


“Only that you were attacked by goblins and managed to escape,” Bregnest 
answered. 


“He will ask about you and your company, Lord Bregnest,” the man went on. 
“How would you have us answer?” 

“Tell him that you did not see us,” Bregnest replied. “Tell him that you don’t 
know how we could have escaped the goblins when most of your company was 
destroyed.” 

“As you wish,” said the soldier with a bow. 

After the midday meal, the soldiers said good-bye and wished the company 
good luck before heading south. Alex and his friends followed the goblin path 
for most of the afternoon, turning more to the north a few hours before the sun 
set. If they were lucky, Alex thought they might be able to make their way 
through the woods and reach the road in two or three days. But how long it 
would take them to reach the Tower of the Moon was still a mystery. 


Chapter Ten 


Centaurs’ Woods 


It was late afternoon on the third day when Alex and his friends found the 
main road, and after riding north for a few miles, Bregnest had them set up camp 
for the night. 

Alex had started to worry as they traveled. He was worried about the time it 
would take them to find the Horn of Moran and return it to Alusia. He was 
worried about his magic, too. Was it right that he felt full of magic and not tired 
or drained in any way? He had written a long letter to Whalen, explaining 
everything that had happened and exactly how he had felt, but so far Whalen had 
not written back. 


They followed the road northward for three more days, and Alex was relieved 
that there were no signs of goblins or anything else that might be trouble. Alex’s 
early morning watch remained his favorite time of the day as well, now that the 
company was together again. Alex continued his studies, but thought it best not 
to use any magic until he heard from Whalen, and Sindar agreed. Alex enjoyed 
talking with Sindar as much as anything. Sindar would answer questions he had 
and tell him stories of times long past. Sindar seemed to know a great deal about 
a great many things, and Alex thought he must be extremely old, even for an elf. 

On the morning of their fourth day on the road, a geeb from Whalen finally 
arrived just as Alex was preparing to study his magic books. He was glad that 
the others were still asleep so he could read the letter in private. 


Dear Alex, 


I was pleased with the way you handled the return of Jonathan Cain’s 
bag. It sounds like you returned it at a time when it was most needed. Your 
generosity and kindness to the Cain family will both increase your honor 
and your fame. I’m sure your friends have mentioned this to you. 


I am disturbed and troubled by the goblins you met. Goblins have always 
been rare in Norsland, and the fact that they had a shaman with them is 
alarming. I am also puzzled by the fact that the goblin shaman did not see 
you for what you are, at least not until it was too late. Magic knows magic, 


and the fact that the shaman didnt know you had magic is odd and 
interesting. More important is the fact that you were able to destroy the 
shaman. An impressive feat for any wizard, and I am pleased that you were 
able to do it with the limited training you have had. We will talk more about 
this when we meet. For now, well done. 


I would hope you have learned a valuable lesson: namely, emotions can 
be powerful tools, so long as you control them and they do not control you. 
You were able to control your anger and use it as a tool. Remember that 
lesson. 


Now, about you feeling strong and refreshed after doing a great deal of 
difficult magic. I can’t be completely sure, but I think I know what has 
happened. Simply put, the magic you used to seal the soldiers’ oaths did 
much more than just that. When magic is used for great good, it tends to 
energize the person using the magic. You dont need to worry, and you don’t 
need to stop practicing your magic. I’ve told you how you will feel when 
your magic is near its limit, so please continue to practice. 


I am enclosing more instructions for your reading. You are doing well, 
and I am impressed and pleased to hear about your increased abilities with 
transfiguration. I should warn you, however, not to try to transfigure any of 
the guardians of the tower that you may meet. Transfiguring magical 
creatures can be more dangerous than you know. 


Yours in fellowship, Whalen 


Alex refolded the letter once he was done reading it and stored it in his bag. 
He told Sindar what Whalen had said, and Sindar was relieved to know that they 
didn’t need to worry about Alex’s magic anymore. Alex asked Sindar if goblins 
might be traveling in Norsland from some other land. 


“They don’t use the arch, do they?” Alex questioned. 


“They have some magic of their own,” Sindar answered. “Traveling to new 
lands is difficult for them, but not impossible. Goblins seldom move to new 
lands, however, unless they are forced to.” 


“What about the shaman? Whalen was troubled by the fact there was a 
shaman with the goblins.” 


“True shamans are rare,” Sindar replied in a thoughtful tone. “Even more rare 
than wizards.” 


“A true shaman?” Alex questioned. 


“As I understand it, true goblin shamans are born with their powers,” Sindar 
explained. “They need little training, and their power grows slowly for as long as 
they live. A true shaman can choose a lesser shaman and teach him to use magic. 
Lesser shamans have limited powers, but can still be deadly. I can see why 
Whalen is worried. If the goblin you destroyed was a lesser shaman, that means 
that a true shaman is still hidden somewhere in Norsland.” 


“And if I destroyed a true shaman?” 


“That would be my hope,” Sindar answered. “But I don’t know any way we 
can be sure of that.” 


Alex didn’t ask any more questions. Before the rest of the company woke up, 
Alex sent another message to Whalen, asking if there was any way to know what 
kind of shaman he had destroyed. He was worried that a true goblin shaman in 
Norsland would mean trouble for his friends, but he didn’t know if he could do 
anything about it. 


The company was soon on the road once more, and Alex’s thoughts turned 
back to how little time they had. They had been in Norsland for nearly three 
months, and he knew that there were never more than six months of good 
weather here. He hoped that they would reach the Mountains of the Moon soon 
and find the Horn of Moran. If they were lucky, they could make it back to Ollvi 
or maybe even Oslansk before winter set in. If they were unlucky . . . well, 
spending the winter in the pine forests didn’t sound like much fun to him. 


Days went by, but the distant mountains never seemed to get any closer. Alex 
wondered how much further they would have to go once they reached the 
mountains to find the Tower of the Moon when a deep booming voice called out. 

“Hold!” 

Alex looked around but could see no one. He looked at his companions, but 
they were as surprised as he was. 

“State your name and your business in our woods,” the voice called. 

“T am Silvan Bregnest, the leader of this company,” Bregnest answered. “We 
are adventurers, seeking the Tower of the Moon.” 


Alex was shocked that Bregnest had said where the company was going. He 
hadn’t even told Skeld and Tayo the details of their quest. 

“And why do you seek it?” 

“We seek a treasure that was lost there.” 

“What treasure?” 

“The Horn of Moran,” Bregnest answered again, a slightly dreamy quality to 
his voice. “It was carried there a hundred years ago and has not returned.” 

It was so unlike Bregnest to talk about their final goal that Alex was certain 
there must be some kind of magic at work. 

“Bregnest,” Alex said sharply, before the voice could ask anything else. 

He turned toward Alex, looking as if he had woken up from a wonderful 
dream and longed to return to his sleep. 

“Bregnest,” Alex said again, in as calm a voice as he could manage. 

“What?” asked Bregnest, shaking his head. 

“What are you doing?” 

“We see you have a wizard with you,” said the voice, before Alex could say 
anything more. “His wits are not so easily confused.” 


Bregnest and the others looked around as if they were hearing the voice for 
the first time. Alex was surprised and a little amused by the looks on his friends’ 
faces. Something in the sound of the mysterious voice made him feel safe and 
unafraid. 


“Forgive us,” said the voice, as a large creature stepped out of the trees and 
into the road in front of them. “We are not trusting of outsiders.” 


Alex looked at the creature and started to smile. The lower half of the speaker 
was a Sleek black horse, but where the horse’s head should have been there was 
the torso of a man. 


“T am Usel, leader of my people,” the centaur said proudly. “I ask your 
forgiveness, and swear that neither I nor my people will repeat what you have 
said.” 

“There is nothing to forgive, Usel,” Bregnest replied, slightly shaken by the 
centaur’s sudden appearance. “You must look to your own security. We know 
that you and your people will not share what you have learned.” 

“You are most kind, Silvan Bregnest. Will you do us the honor of dining with 
us? We have much to talk about.” 


“The honor is ours, and we will openly speak of our plans and goals with you 
and your people.” 


“Come then,” said Usel, turning and starting off down the road. 


The company followed Usel, and Alex saw several more centaurs move out 
of the forest and into the road behind them. 


Usel led them a short distance, and then turned into the forest. They rode 
single file behind the centaur, but even so the path was difficult to follow. After a 
mile or so, they entered a clearing with several enormous dome-shaped huts in it. 


“Welcome to our village,” said Usel, as he turned to face the company. “First 
we will eat, then we will talk. I will have a table made ready for you.” 


Usel trotted off as soon as he finished speaking, leaving the adventurers 
alone. Alex and the others climbed off their horses and gathered together, 
waiting for Usel to return. 


“You don’t remember anything?” Alex asked the others in disbelief. 
“Not until Usel said we had a wizard with us,” said Andy. 


“T remember,” Sindar commented. “It was strange, as if I were in a memory 
of another time. I could hear what was being said, but I could not speak. And it 
didn’t seem to matter. All that mattered was the memory.” 


“And you weren’t affected at all?” Bregnest asked Alex. 


“No,” said Alex. “I was a bit confused when you started answering all the 
questions and telling Usel about our goal. That’s when I asked if you knew what 
you were doing and you all seemed to wake up.” 


“Do you think we can trust them?” Halfdan asked quietly, looking around the 
clearing. 


“Centaurs are very trustworthy,” said Alex, remembering what he had read 
about them. “They are both honorable and noble. We needn’t worry.” 


“You speak kindly of us, master wizard,” said Usel, trotting back to the 
company. “I hope your words will put your companion’s minds at ease.” 


“T meant no offense,” said Halfdan, bowing to Usel. 


“Then none is taken, master dwarf,” replied Usel. “Come, let us share a meal, 
then we will talk.” 


“What of our horses?” Alex asked, looking around for a stable. 
“Leave them,” Usel answered. “My people will care for them.” 
Alex patted Shahree’s neck and followed his companions. Usel led them to 


the center of the village where a long table had been set up for their use. Large, 
round logs had been rolled up to the table for the company to sit on, and several 
centaurs were already carrying wooden trays full of food to the table for them to 
eat. 


“T hope you like our food,” said Usel. “We seldom have guests of any sort. 
We are little prepared for, well, people like yourselves.” 


“You are most kind,” Bregnest replied. “We are grateful that you and your 
people would make such an effort for our comfort.” 


Usel bowed his head slightly without comment and trotted away, leaving the 
company alone with their table full of food. The centaurs, it seemed, preferred 
not to eat with their two-legged guests. 


“Strange creatures,” commented Halfdan, taking a seat and looking at the 
food. “Though they appear to be excellent cooks.” 


The company agreed and joined Halfdan at the table. The food was very good 
in fact, and not at all strange. Alex quietly ate his meal, wondering what Usel 
might be able to tell them about the Mountains of the Moon and the tower they 
were looking for. 

“We should talk now,” said Usel, returning as Alex and his friends were 
finishing their meal. 

Usel led them to a large fire a short distance away from the village. More logs 
had been placed around the fire for the company to sit on and an open space had 
been left for Usel to stand. Alex could sense the other centaurs nearby and 
wondered why they were remaining out of sight. 

Usel lowered himself to the ground and looked around at the company. He 
seemed to be studying their faces. After several minutes, he took a deep breath 
and began to speak. 

“You are looking for the Tower of the Moon.” 

“We are,” said Bregnest. “We are looking for the Horn of Moran. We wish to 
return it to its rightful owner.” 

“This horn you speak of—you said it was carried to the tower a hundred years 
ago.” 

“Tt was,” Bregnest answered. “A young prince carried it on an adventure to 
this land. The prince never returned home, and now the Horn is needed.” 

“This prince—was he a relative of yours?” 

“Distantly.” 


“Oh, well,” Usel began, sounding a bit uncomfortable, “I’m not sure how to 
say this...” 

“Do not be troubled,” Bregnest said. “I know that the prince was a fool, and 
possibly worse.” 

Usel laughed. “I remember this prince of yours, and you are quite right to call 
him a fool.” 

“So he passed through your woods?” 

“He did. Perhaps that is one reason why we are less friendly than we should 
be.” 

“How so?” Bregnest questioned. “If he has done any harm to your people, I 
will try to repair the damage.” 

“No, nothing like that,” said Usel, waving away Bregnest’s offer. “It’s just 
that he was . . . well, to be honest, he was a little full of himself.” 

“Pompous and insulting perhaps,” Bregnest added. 

“That too,” Usel agreed. “We have so few visitors here. I’m afraid the prince 
and his attitude put us off being friendly to two-legged company.” 

“We cannot blame you for that.” 

“Perhaps things will change, now that you and your company are here,” Usel 
went on in a hopeful tone. “We are quick to forgive, though perhaps not so quick 
to forget.” 

“You are most kind, Usel. I hope that my company and I will help ease your 
caution toward visitors.” 

“As do I,” said Usel. “Now about this goal of yours. I should tell you that the 
prince never returned from the tower, and neither did any of his company.” 

“Yes, we were fairly certain of that already,” said Bregnest, becoming more 
businesslike again. “Though we do not know if he ever reached the tower, or if 
he even stayed on the road.” 

“T can’t tell you if he reached the tower or not, but I’m sure he stayed on the 
road. What I know of the tower and the road to reach it I will freely share with 
you.” 

“Whatever you can tell us will be most helpful, and if we can in any way 
compensate you for your troubles, we will be happy to do so.” 

“You are kind, but there is no need for anything like that,” said Usel. “Now 
about the road. Let me see, I suppose the best place to begin is on the far side of 


our woods. Not far from here is the frozen waste, a wide strip of land that 
separates our woods from the enchanted woods on the other side.” 


“Enchanted woods?” Bregnest asked. 


“Perhaps that’s not the best way of putting it,” Usel replied thoughtfully. 
“Though there is some kind of magic there to be sure because the trees are 
always green, even in winter.” 


“Do you know what sort of creatures live in those woods?” 


Usel shook his head. “I doubt there is anything dangerous because your 
foolish prince got through the woods, or at least that’s what I was told. Anyway, 
after the woods you’ll find the road that leads up the mountains. At the 
beginning of the road is the first gate.” Usel paused for a moment to think before 
continuing. “The road up the mountain is steep and rocky, and very narrow at 
certain points. When you reach the upper end of the road, you’ll come to the 
second gate.” 

“Ts there anything else you can tell us?” 

“Let me think, let me think. The second gate comes right before the tower, 
and a set of stairs leads from the gate to the tower. The torches are always lit 
inside the tower, or so I understand. The story is that there is a considerable 
treasure inside the tower as well, but I don’t know if that’s true or not.” 


“Well, we know more than we did,” said Bregnest. “And we are in your 
debt.” 


“Not at all,” replied Usel. “And perhaps you won’t need to pass through 
either gate, as I don’t really know if the prince made it through the first gate or 
not. Perhaps you will find the Horn along the way, and can return quickly.” 

“That is our hope as well,” said Bregnest. “Though to be honest, I have 
doubts about a speedy return.” 

“Oh, one more thing,” said Usel, paying no attention to what Bregnest was 
saying. “Unless you have a great deal of food for your horses, it would be 
unwise to take them into the frozen waste. Almost nothing grows there, and the 
mountains will have less still.” 

“We carry little for our horses,” said Bregnest. “Though I would be unwilling 
to leave them behind and uncared for.” 

“Well, it may be more difficult for you, but leaving them would be best,” said 
Usel, looking serious. “If we thought you were taking them to die in the frozen 
waste, we would not allow you to pass through our woods. Horses are kindred 


spirits to us, after all, and we will not see them harmed if we can stop it.” 


“And we would not willingly harm them,” said Bregnest. “Our young wizard 
would not allow it, even if we had minds to do so.” 


“Yes, I see,” said Usel, looking at Alex. “My people noticed his unusual 
conduct toward his horse. We see a great kindness in him.” 


“You see truly,” Bregnest agreed. “Could we leave our horses in your care 
until we return? Again, if we can compensate you for this service, we would be 
pleased to do so.” 


“Yes, we will care for your horses until you return,” said Usel after a moment 
of thought. “As for compensation, we care little for treasure, and the woods hold 
all that we need. Now, it is time to sleep. In the morning we will discuss your 
plans further, and perhaps I will think of some kind of payment.” 

“Very well,” said Bregnest. “Where would you have us sleep so as not to 
disturb your people?” 

“You may remain here by the fire.” 


Without another word Usel rose from the ground and trotted away from the 
company. They all sat silently and watched the centaur go. Then they all took 
blankets out of their bags to sleep on. 


“We know more than we did,” Bregnest commented, as he sat down on his 
blankets. “Though leaving the horses will cost us time.” 


“Leaving them here will save us time,” Alex corrected. 


“In the greater scheme of things, you are probably right,” Bregnest agreed. 
“But the trip across the frozen waste promises to be long and hard. And on foot 
it will be an even longer journey.” 


“We’ve walked long, hard roads before,” said Halfdan in a confident tone. 
“But what about fire and hot meals?” Val asked. 


“We don’t need to worry about that,” Halfdan commented. “We have a wizard 
with us.” 


“And we can take extra wood in our bags,” said Andy with a yawn. 
“Sindar, you have said nothing,” said Bregnest turning to the elf. 


“There is little that has not been said,” Sindar answered. “And I agree with 
most of what has been said.” 


“Elves,” Halfdan muttered and rolled into his blankets. 
For a long time Alex lay awake, looking into the night sky. His thoughts 


drifted, but he could not focus his mind. He felt safe and comfortable, but there 
was something at the back of his mind that troubled him. Something dark, like a 
long- forgotten dream that he couldn’t remember no matter how hard he tried. 
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Usel woke them the next morning and invited them to breakfast. Once again 
the table was made ready for them and the centaurs left them alone. Alex could 
see that several centaurs remained nearby, occasionally glancing at the company. 
He wondered if this was to see if they needed anything, or just to keep an eye on 
them. 


While they were eating breakfast, a geeb suddenly appeared on the table in 
front of Alex. Val was so surprised that he almost fell over backward, which 
caused the rest of the company to laugh. Alex retrieved Whalen’s message from 
the geeb and sent it away. He didn’t really want to read the message in front of 
his friends, but he had little choice. 


Dear Alex, 


I received your last message, but I’m afraid I don’t have an answer for 
your biggest question. The fact that the shaman you destroyed did not see 
your magic leads me to believe that he was not a true shaman, but only a 
lesser one. Try to remember everything you can about the shaman you 
fought. True goblin shamans carry a staff and wear dark colors—browns 
and blacks, mostly. Lesser shamans often wear bright colors—reds and 
greens. 


Keep up the good work and keep me informed. Let me know if you can 
remember any details about the shaman you fought. 


Yours in fellowship, 


Whalen 


Alex folded the letter and stored it in his magic bag without speaking, then 
returned his attention to his breakfast. Bregnest watched him for a moment, but 
did not ask any questions. As Bregnest had not said anything, no one else made 
any comment about the letter. 


As Alex and his friends were finishing breakfast, Usel returned to the table. 
He looked more serious than he had the night before, and when he spoke it was 
in a more businesslike tone. 

“You will move on then?” Usel asked, but it didn’t sound at all like a 
question. 

“We will,” Bregnest answered. 

“Then I shall lead you to the far side of our woods. And I hope that you find 
what you seek.” 

“As do we,” said Bregnest. “But there is still the matter of our horses and 
compensation for your care of them.” 

“Yes, there is,” said Usel. “And my counselors have advised me that I must 
ask for fifty silver coins and one large emerald from each of you, to be paid on 
your return to our woods.” 

“Ts this all they ask?” said Bregnest, sounding slightly relieved. 

“This is the price we ask for the care of your horses while you are away,” 
Usel answered. “Though, between us, we would care for your horses even 
without payment.” 

“Your price is fair and we agree,” said Bregnest. “And if fortune smiles on 
use, we may wish to pay more.” 

“Oh, no,” said Usel, sounding slightly alarmed. “We have little need, and 
anything more would be, well, silly.” 

“As you wish,” said Bregnest. 

“Very good,” Usel said. “I will show you the way to the frozen waste.” 

“Ts it far?” Bregnest asked. 

“On foot, it will take perhaps until midday to reach the edge of our woods.” 

“Then we will follow where you lead.” 

Alex and his friends fell into line behind Usel and started off through the 
forest. Alex wanted to say good-bye to Shahree and explain things to her, but he 
had no idea where the centaurs were keeping the horses. Somehow, Usel seemed 
to know Alex’s thoughts, because he led the company to a large open space 
where their horses were grazing. 

“T thought you might need to collect things from your saddlebags,” said Usel, 
looking at Alex. “And I believe your elf friend might be able to explain things to 
the horses as well so they won’t worry.” 


“You are very kind,” said Bregnest. 


Alex went to Shahree and patted her forehead. He was sorry to leave her, but 
he knew the centaurs would take good care of her. 


“So we must part again for a little while,” Alex said softly. “You will be safe 
here, and Pll return as soon as I can.” 


Shahree nuzzled Alex’s shoulder affectionately and seemed to understand 
what he was saying. Sindar made his way to each of the horses as well, 
whispering something to them that Alex didn’t understand. Once they had 
gathered their things and stored them in their magic bags, they all returned to 
Usel, ready to continue their march. 


The trek through the woods was difficult for Alex and his friends, and Usel 
would often have to stop and wait for them to catch up. As midday approached, 
however, the woods around them began to thin. Alex could see that there was a 
great deal of sunlight ahead of them, and it was clear that the edge of the forest 
was near. 


“Tt will take you two weeks to cross the waste on foot,” Usel commented as 
they moved forward. “Perhaps a little more or less, depending on your pace. You 
should move as fast as you are able to, however, as summer is already growing 
old. You should have six weeks before the snows start falling once more.” 


“Do you have any idea how long it will take us to climb the mountains to the 
tower?” Bregnest asked, looking troubled. 


“No,” Usel answered. “Much will depend on how rapidly you pass the first 
and second gates. If you begin your return across the waste within five weeks, 
you should be safe enough. If you can’t start back until the sixth week from now, 
it would be best to spend the winter in the enchanted woods. You don’t want to 
be in the frozen waste when the heavy snows come.” 

“You give wise counsel,” said Bregnest. “I hope that we shall return before 
the snows come.” 

“If you wish to travel south before spring, you must return here before six 
weeks have passed,” Usel replied. “We will keep watch on the waste while you 
are gone. If you are near our woods when the snows come, we will do what we 
can to help you.” 

“You have shown us great kindness,” said Bregnest, looking into the frozen 
waste. “We will not soon forget you, or your assistance.” 

“T will leave you then,” said Usel, looking at each of the company in turn. “I 


wish you luck in your journey, and a speedy return.” 


Without waiting for a reply, Usel turned and walked back into the woods. 
Alex and his companions watched him go, and then looked out into the frozen 
waste. 


“We’ll eat here and gather wood for our bags,” said Bregnest. “We have little 
time before winter comes again, so we should use it wisely.” 


Halfdan began cooking at once, while the rest of them gathered dry wood to 
add to their magic bags. As they prepared for their long walk, Alex wondered 
about Usel’s warning. The frozen waste looked unpleasant enough, but surely 
they could cross it even after the first snows of winter fell. Though he knew little 
of Norsland winters, he didn’t think the first snowfall would be any problem for 
the company. 


Halfdan called them all to eat, and Alex’s thoughts about Usel’s warning were 
soon lost. 


Chapter Eleven 


The First Gate 


It didn’t take long for Alex and the others to learn why it was called the 
frozen waste. The ground was rock hard, but some spots were slick with a thin 
layer of moss, which often hid glass-smooth ice that was slightly melted by the 
sun. The path they followed was a poor one, hardly more than an animal trail, 
but it led directly toward the Mountains of the Moon. Alex thought he could see 
a spot of green far off in the distance that might be the enchanted woods, but 
when he blinked, it was gone. 


“Two weeks of slipping and sliding across this,” Halfdan grumbled. “We’ll all 
be lucky not to fall and break our heads.” 


Halfdan’s prediction was all too correct. The first day of walking everyone 
except for Sindar fell several times. There was no talking as they traveled 
because all of their attention was focused on the next few steps they would take. 


Sindar was light on his feet and would seldom slip, even on the smoothest ice, 
so he often moved ahead of the company and then stood looking across the 
waste until they caught up with him. 


The frozen ground was uncomfortable enough to walk on, and almost 
impossible to find a level spot to lie down on to sleep. 


Five days into the frozen waste, Alex received another message from Whalen, 
which cheered him up considerably and took his mind off his sore feet and body. 


Dear Alex, 


As you are now approaching your goal, I need to tell you a few things. 
First of all, be prepared for a sphinx and at least one griffin to be guarding 
the road to the tower. 


The sphinx will ask a riddle before letting you pass, and it might help to 
know that the riddle will often have something to do with the person being 
asked. Also, don’t try to make the riddle harder than it is. Sphinx riddles are 
often simple—so simple that people can miss an obvious answer—and 
thinking about the riddle too much will only confuse your mind. 


It is most important to remember that griffins are proud creatures. Do 
not give them any reason to think that you are insulting them. Griffins seem 
to have a soft spot for wizards, however, so that might be a great help to you 
and your friends. Griffins can also see what kind of person you are, so if 
any of your friends have any evil intentions, the griffins will likely bar your 
path. That shouldnt really be a problem, but you never know. 


Once you reach the tower, if you have to go that far, there are two 
libraries you should know about. The upper library contains a great deal of 
knowledge and would be a wonderful addition for your future learning and 
worth far more than any treasure you might find. If possible, you should try 
to store the upper library in your magic bag. 


The lower library is dangerous and full of dark, evil magic. You should 
avoid the lower library if you can. If you cannot, you must try to destroy it. 
In fact, it would be best all around if you are able to destroy it. 


Now, some final words of advice. Control your emotions. I know you’ve 
been working hard on this, but what is coming may test your ability to the 
breaking point. Knowing that you will be tested will give you a chance to 
prepare yourself. 


Finally, remember, do not try to find difficult solutions to your problems. 
Simple solutions are usually best and most often correct. 


Take care, and let me know how things go. 


Yours in fellowship, Whalen 


Alex read the letter twice, wondering why Whalen was only now telling him 
about the libraries. Obviously Whalen had known about them all along, but for 
some reason he hadn’t said a word. Alex’s thoughts turned to the lower library 
and how he might destroy it. 


“I suppose fire would work,” Alex said to Sindar, as they waited for their 
companions to wake up. 


“Have you ever tried to burn a magic book?” Sindar questioned. 
“Of course not.” 
“T don’t think fire would have much effect. Magic books resist fire.” 


“Perhaps I could change the books into something else. That way nobody 
could read them,” Alex suggested. 


“That might work,” said Sindar, getting up and stamping his feet on the cold 
ground. “But couldn’t another wizard change them back again?” 


“Yes, if he knew what they were to begin with. But what if I changed them 
into mice or something?” 


“That could be a lot of mice.” 


“T don’t know what else to do,” said Alex. “But there must be a way, or 
Whalen wouldn’t have told me to try.” 


“Perhaps. Or perhaps there is no way, and that is why Whalen did not tell you 
exactly what to do.” 


Alex frowned. “Why would Whalen ask me to do something that can’t be 
done?” 


“Perhaps Whalen doesn’t know the answer,” Sindar answered slowly. “Or 
perhaps he simply wishes to see what you will do.” 


As he marched across the frozen land that day, Alex’s thoughts were filled 
with the puzzle of the lower library. Nothing he thought of seemed to solve the 
problem of the library, or the question of why Whalen hadn’t told him what to 
do. The more he thought about it, the more doubts came into his mind. Could he 
even destroy the library? Did he know enough? Did he have enough power to 
work the magic? 


“Try not to think about it so much,” Sindar told him a few days later. 
“Whalen said simple solutions were best. If you think about it too much, you 
might miss something obvious. And besides, you may not have to do anything. 
We may find the Horn before reaching the tower.” 

Alex agreed and tried to think of something else as they continued to go 
north. This was easy to do, as the enchanted woods rose up ahead of them. The 
woods looked pleasant and incredibly green compared to the frozen lands around 
them. 

“PII be glad when we reach the woods,” said Andy, stretching the kinks out 
of his back. “This cold, hard ground makes sleeping painful.” 


“If you wanted the comforts of home, then perhaps you should have stayed 
home,” Sindar joked. 


The others all chuckled at Sindar’s comment. Alex thought about his own 
home, and he longed for a real bed to sleep in. There were other things he missed 
as well: the hot showers, Mr. Roberts’s cooking, the quiet room where he could 
study his magic in comfort. Still, he loved being in the outdoors, traveling with 
his friends, and telling stories around the campfire at night. Both worlds were 
part of him now, and for the time being, the comforts of home would have to 
wait. 


When the company finally reached the edge of the enchanted woods they had 
been walking for fifteen days. Bregnest was not pleased with how long the 
journey had taken. Usel had told them to start back within five weeks, and now 
they had less than three weeks to find the Horn and return. 


“T thought we would cross faster,” said Bregnest as they ate dinner. 


“Perhaps the distance from the centaurs’ woods to here changes,” Halfdan 
suggested. “That might be what Usel meant when he called this wood 
enchanted.” 


“T don’t think that is what he meant,” said Val nervously. “I feel as if we are 
being watched.” 


“As do I,” Sindar added. “But I think the eyes are merely curious, and 
friendly enough. We have nothing to fear.” 


“Perhaps,” Val replied. 


The next morning they started through the woods, and they all began to feel 
that someone or something was watching them. Often they would hear 
movement in the trees, but they never saw anything at all. Once Alex thought he 
heard something that sounded like a giggle from some nearby bushes, but no one 
else seemed to notice the sound so he didn’t say anything. 


The path wound randomly between the trees, and the further along the path 
they went, the more nervous Alex and his friends became. They spoke little as 
they traveled and tried to move as quietly and as fast as possible. Even Sindar, 
who maintained that there was nothing to fear, would seldom speak or make any 
noise as they hurried forward. 


“Whatever is in these woods, I wish it would show itself or leave us be,” 
Halfdan complained loudly as he cooked their evening meal. 


“Perhaps they are unsure of us,” Sindar commented. “There are many good 


creatures who are simply shy of strangers.” 


“Sindar is correct,” Bregnest added. “Even the centaurs were less friendly 
than other creatures I have met. I think it is because adventurers seldom come 
here, and they do not know about us.” 


“Or they might know more about us than we care to think,” Sindar 
commented happily. 


“Maybe they don’t like over-jolly elves,” grumbled Halfdan. 
“Perhaps not,” Sindar agreed. 


The next day things were better. They no longer heard movement around 
them in the woods and the feeling of being watched had lessened. Andy claimed 
that the smell of Halfdan’s boots had driven off the unseen creatures, but 
Halfdan was in no mood to be teased. 


It took the company four days to make their way through the enchanted 
wood, and with each day that passed, Bregnest grew more tense. Alex knew that 
Bregnest didn’t want to spend the winter in Norsland, but it was beginning to 
look more and more like they would have to. Ahead of them towered the 
Mountains of the Moon, and they could already see the outline of the first gate in 
the distance. 

“Should we press on, or wait for morning?” Bregnest asked. 

“Tt will be dark soon, and we may lose our way if we press on,” said Andy. 

“We need to rest and eat,” Halfdan added. 

“We should go forward as fast as possible,” Val commented, looking toward 
the gate. “If we do not push forward, the snows may trap us here.” 

“T think we should move forward early tomorrow,” said Alex. “We will all 
think more clearly after some food and a little rest.” 

“Sindar, do you have anything to add?” asked Bregnest. 

“T agree with Alex,” said Sindar, his gaze fixed on the gate. “We will need to 
be thinking clearly when we reach the gate or our adventure may end there.” 
“Very well then,” said Bregnest in a defeated tone. “We will eat and rest. 
When it comes time for the last watch, we will all rise and move forward to the 
gate.” 

Halfdan busied himself cooking their evening meal. Andy sat down beside 
the fire, still trying to loosen his stiff neck, while Bregnest, Alex, Sindar, and Val 
all remained standing at the edge of the woods, looking toward the first gate. 


“Our time grows short,” Bregnest said softly. 


“Perhaps Usel was wrong. The snows may not begin as soon as he thinks,” 
Val offered in a hopeful tone. 


“Centaurs know many things that others only guess at,” said Sindar. “We have 
time yet—at least two more weeks to find the Horn and start back.” 


“And the Horn may be waiting for us at the first gate,” said Bregnest, 
sounding hopeful. 


“And if it is, will we not seek the treasure of the tower?” Val questioned. 


“The treasure of the tower is not our goal,” Bregnest answered. “If we had 
more time I might consider it, but if the Horn is at the first gate, we will turn 
back before winter comes.” 


“Of course,” said Val. “I only thought that the treasure of the tower would be 
worth an extra day or two.” 


“Not if it means we must remain in Norsland all winter,” said Sindar. 


“You seem very quiet, Alex,” said Bregnest, a questioning look on his face. 
“Are you troubled?” 


“No,” Alex answered with a sigh. “Just lost in thought.” 

“And are your thoughts hopeful?” asked Sindar, turning to look at Alex. 

“Tt is nothing,” said Alex. “The road has been long, and my mind and body 
are both tired.” 

“Then come and eat,” called Halfdan. “Eat and then to bed so your mind will 
be fresh tomorrow. I don’t want to meet the guardian of the first gate with a tired 
wizard by my side.” 

“Wizard in training,” Alex corrected. “And if you don’t want me along, I will 
gladly wait here for your return.” 

“No offense,” said Halfdan, winking at Alex as he handed him a plate of 
food. 

“Tired or not, I want Alex along,” said Andy. “I’ve seen him in action, and I 
don’t like the idea of facing the guardians without him.” 

“TIl be there,” said Alex. “And I hope there won’t be any action to see.” 

“We should rest,” said Bregnest as he ate. “Whatever tomorrow holds, at least 
we will face it refreshed.” 

But Alex couldn’t sleep that night. For several days he had felt that there was 
something important he needed to remember, something that was always just out 


of his reach, and the fact that he couldn’t remember what it was troubled him. 
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They started toward the first gate before the sun had risen the next morning. 
The night before it had looked only an hour or two away, but as they walked 
across the frozen land, the gate grew larger and larger in front of them. It was 
midday by the time they finally reached the first gate, and they all stood looking 
at it in wonder. 


The gate was at least two hundred feet high and appeared to be made of solid 
granite. After a few minutes of looking at the gate, Alex realized that it hadn’t 
been built at all, but rather it had been carved out of the mountain. The path 
passed exactly through the center of the massive structure. There were no doors 
or bars to be seen, only a great archway lined with pillars that led into the 
mountains beyond. 


“Look at the bones,” Halfdan whispered as they moved forward. 


They stopped short. Broken bones littered the ground in front of them. Rusted 
weapons were scattered among the bones along with fragments of armor, the 
metal torn apart like paper. 


“Come on,” Bregnest said in a firm tone. “Do not speak unless you must. We 
don’t want to give the guardian any reason to attack us.” 


Slowly they started forward once more, moving toward the mountainous gate 
and the guardian that waited for them. As they drew closer, there were fewer 
bones to be seen, but that did little to comfort them. They walked close together, 
watching for any sudden movement that might be an attack. 


Climbing a wide set of stairs, they came to a flat, open space, and at the top of 
the stairs was the guardian. Sitting in the center of the archway, partly covered 
by shadows, a huge catlike creature watched them with huge, unblinking eyes. 

As they moved slowly toward the shadows, the guardian moved forward 
toward them. To Alex it looked like a lion had grown more than twice its normal 
size, but where the lion’s head should have been, there was a woman’s face. 

The sphinx made no sound as it moved forward, and its eyes followed every 
move that Alex and his friends made. When they reached a point that only the 
sphinx seemed to know, the sphinx sat down and began to speak. 

“If you wish to pass this way, you must answer what I ask,” the sphinx said 
sweetly. 

“May we answer as a group, or must we go one at a time?” Bregnest 


questioned. 


“Either,” the sphinx answered. “Though if you wish to answer as a group, I 
will choose the one to speak. And if you wish to answer alone, I will choose the 
order.” 


“And if we can’t answer what you ask?” Bregnest questioned. 
“T will ask, and you must answer or withdraw.” 
“And if we answer wrong?” Bregnest persisted. 


“If you answer wrong, you will neither go forward or back,” said the sphinx, 
nodding to the bones scattered around the steps. 


“Can you tell us if another passed this way?” Bregnest asked. 

The sphinx did not answer but turned its head slightly to one side and 
continued to watch them. 

“Will you answer our questions if we answer your riddle?” Bregnest tried 
again. 

The sphinx remained silent. 

After a moment, Bregnest turned to the company. “Together, or one at a 
time?” 

“We should go together,” said Halfdan instantly. “We are a company and 
should not divide.” 

“But if the one asked the question can’t answer it, none of us may pass,” Val 
said in a worried tone. 

“And if the person gives the wrong answer, we will all be in trouble,” Andy 
added. 

“Some of us must get past or we will never find the Horn,” said Sindar. “The 
others can wait here, or take their time to answer.” 

“Together,” Alex said firmly, his eyes fixed on the sphinx. “We should go 
together or not at all.” 

“T agree,” said Bregnest and turned back to face the sphinx. “We will pass 
together. To which member of our company will you ask your question?” 

The sphinx looked at each of them in turn, as if considering who to ask its 
riddle to. For several minutes the sphinx said nothing, and they were all starting 
to worry. 

“The young wizard,” the sphinx finally said. “He will answer the question for 
you all.” 


Alex was afraid this would happen. He had never been good with riddles, and 
he often guessed them wrong. Now his friends were depending on him to get the 
right answer so they could move on. Of course, if he couldn’t answer, they could 
still withdraw, but that wouldn’t help them find the Horn. If he answered 
incorrectly, however, they would be in trouble, and he wasn’t sure how much use 
his magic would be if they had to fight the sphinx. 

Alex tried to remember what Whalen had told him in his letter: Don’t 
overthink the riddle. Look for a simple answer. 

“Are you ready?” asked the sphinx, as Alex stepped forward. 

“T am.” 

“Unseen but heard, untouched but felt. Relief from the sun, a breath and I’m 
done. Never staying, always going, gently moving, never blowing. What am I?” 
the sphinx questioned. 

Alex stood looking at the sphinx in wonder. He had no idea what the answer 
was. “Could you repeat that, please?” 

The sphinx smiled at Alex and repeated the riddle. Alex listened carefully to 
every word. He felt like he should know the answer. It had to be something 
simple—something so simple that nobody would ever think of it. 

“One more time, please?” 

As Alex listened to the sphinx repeat the riddle the third time, he felt a cold 
breeze blow across his face. He wouldn’t have noticed the breeze normally, 
except the answer suddenly came to him. 

“You are a gentle breeze on a warm day,” said Alex. 


“T am,” replied the sphinx, bowing slightly and stepping aside so the company 
could pass. 


Once they had all passed the sphinx, Bregnest turned to see if the sphinx 
would answer his questions about the prince and his party. 


“Others have passed this way, but none have returned,” the sphinx answered 
and then lay down in the middle of the archway, ignoring them completely. 


“Well done, Alex,” said Halfdan, slapping him on the back. “I’d have never 
thought of that.” 


“T was lucky,” Alex admitted. 


“So you always say, though I think there is more to it than that,” said 
Bregnest. 


The others were all relieved that Alex had managed to answer the sphinx. 
Alex, however, wasn’t sure if he was happy or not. The puzzle of how he might 
destroy the lower library had returned to his mind again, and he really had no 
idea how he could do it. 


“We still have a long march ahead of us,” Sindar commented. 


Looking at the path ahead of them, Alex could see that it would be both long 
and difficult. The path from the first gate started climbing the Mountains of the 
Moon, winding up the mountainside like some monstrous snake, vanishing from 
sight high above them. 


“Tt looks narrow in spots,” Sindar continued. “Almost too narrow.” 


“Let’s get moving,” said Bregnest. “We don’t know how far it is to the second 
gate, and time is running out.” 


The company began walking once more. The road was fairly wide at the 
bottom of the mountains, but it became more and more narrow the farther they 
went. Before long, Alex and his friends were forced to walk in a single file, bent 
with the effort of climbing. In places they had to use their hands as well as their 
feet to scramble up the mountainside. Now and then one of them would slip a 
few feet back down the path before catching themselves. 


As darkness was gathering around them, they came to a wide spot that opened 
suddenly on the side of the mountain. Bregnest signaled them to stop, but it was 
several minutes before he had breath enough to speak. 


“A hard road,” Bregnest finally managed to say, still breathing heavily. 


None of the others spoke for some time, winded and exhausted. Alex noticed 
that the air felt much colder here on the mountain, colder even than it had been 
on the frozen waste. 


“I would not want to be on this road when the snows come,” Halfdan 
commented. 


“This path would be impossible in winter,” said Val. “I only hope we are well 
off it before the snows arrive.” 


“If we have not found the Horn or reached the tower within seven days, we 
will go back,” said Bregnest in a bitter tone. “We must find the Horn and return 
it to Alusia, even if we are too late to prevent a war. And if we are caught on this 
path when winter comes, we may never return at all.” 


“Going back would mean passing the sphinx again,” said Andy, sounding 
worried. “Next time it may not ask Alex to answer the riddle.” 


“We have not reached that point yet,” said Bregnest. “We still have seven 
days before we must consider our options.” 


“And if we must go back, at least we’ll have a long winter to prepare,” 
Halfdan added. 


Alex didn’t comment. He conjured a cooking fire for Halfdan and sat 
thinking. His thoughts were not on going back or the coming winter, but on the 
second gate and the tower that lay beyond. He thought they would reach the 
second gate at least, but he didn’t know if they would pass the guardians that 
waited at it. They needed to stop a war, or at the very least, make it a short war. 
And if they managed to reach the tower, he would have to try to destroy the 
lower library. A shiver ran through him at the thought. 

Alex put out his magical fire when Halfdan had finished cooking, and they 
had eaten in the gathering darkness without speaking. Now they were lying half 
awake, uncomfortable and unable to sleep, wondering how far they had to go 
and how hard the trail would be before they reached the second gate. 

“You seem troubled, my friend,” said Sindar as he sat in the darkness beside 
Alex. 


“Thinking too much again,” Alex said softly. 
“Ah, the problem of the library. I will admit, it is a difficult problem.” 
“There must be a way or Whalen wouldn’t have suggested that I destroy it.” 


“To destroy is always easier than to create,” Sindar replied softly. “Though to 
destroy completely and forever . . . I do not know if that is possible.” 


“How far away do you think the second gate is?” Alex asked. 


“A day, maybe two. If it is much farther than that we will be going down the 
other side of this mountain.” 


A day or two to reach the second gate, and then they would have to face the 
griffin guards that could read a man’s heart. Alex felt tired, but sleep would not 
come. He sat in the darkness, trying to clear his mind, but his thoughts continued 
to press in on him. Whalen had told him to look for simple solutions, but he 
couldn’t think of anything simple that would work. 

When morning finally came, Alex’s body felt rested, but his mind was tired 
from all of his thinking. He was glad when they started climbing again because 
the hard work forced him to focus on nothing but the path in front of him. 

If anything, the climb was harder than it had been the day before. They ate 
their midday meal at one of the few places they found where the path was wide 


and almost level, and then they rested for about an hour before continuing. 

Late in the afternoon, just as Alex thought he couldn’t take another step 
without resting, the trail leveled out once more. There was rock on both sides of 
the path, and it was far easier to move forward. They continued for a short 
distance and came to an open space that looked like a crater. A cold wind was 
blowing, but there was no sign of the second gate. 

“We seem to have reached the top,” said Bregnest after a few minute’s rest. 
“Perhaps tomorrow’s road will be less steep, and we will make better time.” 

“And perhaps the path will start down again and this is only the first 
mountain we will have to climb,” said Val, sounding depressed. 

“I do not think so,” Halfdan commented. “If the builders of this road wished 
us to climb a different mountain, there are easier ways to lead us to it.” 

“Tt is likely that the builders of this road wished it to be hard,” said Sindar. 

“Why?” Andy asked. “I imagine they had to use the road as well, didn’t 
they?” 

“I do not know,” Sindar answered. “But it seems they had some purpose in 
mind when they built it. I would guess to keep away unwanted visitors.” 

After resting for several minutes, Alex conjured a cooking fire for Halfdan. 
His mind felt clearer here with the cold wind blowing his hair, and his thoughts 
about the lower library did not trouble him as much as they had. 

For the convenience of his friends, Alex conjured several small balls of light, 
which he sent floating around the cooking fire. His friends were all impressed by 
this feat of magic and watched the balls with great interest. 

“Your abilities have grown since the last time we traveled together,” said 
Bregnest. 

“They have,” Alex agreed. 

“It is most impressive,” commented Sindar. “I have not seen this done 
before.” 

Alex sat watching the balls of light, his mind far more relaxed than it had 
been for several days. Once Halfdan had finished cooking, Alex put out the blue- 
flamed cooking fire, but left the balls floating around the company. 

“There is no heat or flame in them,” Andy observed. 

“No,” said Alex. “They are called weir lights.” 

“How long will they last?” Val questioned. 


“As long as I want,” said Alex. “I’ve read that if you catch one in a jar, you 
can keep it forever. If the jar breaks, however, the light will try to escape.” 

“Perhaps we should all get jars,” Halfdan suggested. “A light that doesn’t go 
out could be a useful tool.” 


“Oh, they can go out,” said Alex. “But only by magic.” 


“If they would escape from someone who kept them in a jar, why do they 
remain here now?” Bregnest questioned. 


“Because I’m paying attention to them,” Alex replied. “If I left them alone 
without commanding them to stay or follow me, or if I went to sleep, they would 
simply float away.” 

“Could you capture one in something other than a jar?” Halfdan asked in a 
thoughtful tone. 


“T’ve read of some weir lights being trapped in crystals or gems, but that is 
much more difficult to do.” 


“Ah, but such a light inside a gem would make a fine treasure,” Halfdan said 
gleefully. 


“Such a gem would be nice, but the lights are so much nicer floating on their 
own,” said Sindar. 


They all finished eating and lay down on their blankets, watching the weir 
lights floating above them. Alex would occasionally change their colors just so 
Halfdan would chuckle. He was pleased that the spell had worked so well and 
that his friends found so much joy in the small balls of light. When Alex began 
to feel sleepy, he put out the weir lights. He felt relaxed, and even though he 
knew troubles lay ahead of him, tonight he didn’t care. 


When daylight came the next morning, they were all feeling refreshed. Their 
moods had improved, and even Bregnest did not look troubled. They ate their 
breakfast and started forward with little talk. 


The trail had rock on both sides of it, but in some places the rock was low 
enough they could look out across the lands below them. Alex noticed that Andy 
would always look away from the open spots, as if he did not wish to see how 
high they were. 


“Are you all right?” Alex asked Andy in a low voice so the rest of the 
company wouldn’t hear. 

“I don’t like high places,” said Andy, his voice a bit higher than normal. 
“They make me feel dizzy and confused.” 


Alex nodded but didn’t say anything more. He had never known about 
Andy’s fear of heights, and now he felt a little sorry that he had asked. 

They made good progress that day as the trail wound along the top of the 
mountains. There were no longer any steep spots to climb, only long, gentle ups 
and downs. As the sun began to sink in the west, they all began to feel restless. 
With each turn of their path, they hoped to see the second gate or the Tower of 
the Moon, but instead they saw only more of the trail. When the sun was almost 
gone, Alex began to wonder where they would be able to find a place to sleep. 

Just then, the company emerged from the trail into a wide-open space. 

“We are there,” said Bregnest suddenly. 

The second gate looked nothing at all like the first gate. There was no fine 
building or high arch, only the open space in front of them and a long stairway 
leading to the Tower of the Moon. 

“Where is the gate?” Halfdan asked. 

“Where is the guardian?” Val questioned. 


“Both are before you,” answered Sindar. “Look closely, just this side of the 
stairway, and you will see the gate and the guardians.” 

Looking into the gathering darkness, they could see what Sindar meant. On 
either side of the path sat an enormous griffin. Their wings were held high over 
their heads, forming a strange-looking archway. The griffins were much larger 
than Alex had imagined they would be, and he knew that their sharp, eagle eyes 
had already seen the company. 

“Impressive guardians,” Halfdan commented softly. 

“And effective,” Sindar added. “They can see right through a person and 
know if they are good or evil, happy or sad. They see everything.” 

“And how do we pass them?” Andy questioned. 

“T imagine they will tell us what we need to do,” said Bregnest. “But I think 
before we approach, we should rest. We will attempt the second gate in the 
morning.” 


Chapter Twelve 


The Tower of the Moon 


The company had a hard time trying to rest again that night. Their thoughts 
and eyes continued to wander toward the griffins, which were hidden in 
darkness. No one was hungry, but Halfdan prepared a simple meal just so he had 
something to do. They had reached the Tower of the Moon, and when the sun 
came up, they would have to pass before the griffins. 

Alex knew the griffins would only stop them if they were evil. Evil, however, 
was not the right word. He had read about griffins and stories about people who 
had encountered them. Griffins didn’t see things simply as good or evil; they 
looked more at intentions, at a person’s conscience, at the reasons people had for 
doing what they did. 

“Tt has been a long road,” Bregnest commented in the darkness. “I hope we 
find what we came looking for.” 

“Tt must be here,” said Andy. “The sphinx said the prince did not return, and 
there’s no other path he could have taken.” 

“The sphinx said that others had passed and did not return,” Sindar corrected. 
“We don’t know who those others might have been.” 

“T agree with Andy,” said Halfdan. “Usel said the prince traveled this way, so 
the Horn must be here. I’ll feel better once we have it and are away from this 
place.” 


“Do you doubt your ability to pass the griffins?” Val questioned. 
“No,” said Halfdan. “But everyone may hide some evil inside of them, even 
from themselves.” 


“And few of the mortal races know themselves as well as they think they do,” 
Sindar added. 

“Ts it different for elves?” Alex questioned. 

“Yes and no,” answered Sindar in a quiet voice. “We know ourselves far 
better than mortals do, but even so, evil may hide where we least expect it.” 

They fell silent for a time, each of them searching their own hearts and 
thoughts. Alex wondered if his growing pride in being a wizard might be 
considered evil. He wasn’t sure how the griffins would judge him, or what they 
might consider evil that he would not. 


“Tt will do no good to worry,” said Sindar. “The griffins will judge as they see 
fit, and only another griffin would truly understand the judgment.” 


“How will we proceed in the morning?” Andy questioned. “Will we stand 
before them as a group? Or one at a time?” 


“One at a time,” Bregnest answered after a few moments of thought. “I 
believe we will all pass, but I think we should each stand alone before the 
griffins.” 

“And if all do not pass?” Val asked. 


“The judgment of the griffins is not the same as man’s,” Bregnest answered. 
“If any of this company fail to pass, none here will speak against them.” 


They all became quiet once more, though Alex didn’t think any of his 
companions were sleeping. He was worried about getting past the griffins, but he 
was more worried about what waited for him at the tower. His mind burned with 
thoughts of the lower library, but he still didn’t have any answers about how to 
destroy it. 


The wind picked up as the night went on, and it was getting colder. Alex 
thought about how long they’d been in Norsland. By his count, they were only 
just starting their fifth month. Andy had said there were at least five or six 
months of good traveling weather, so why had Usel warned them to start back so 
soon? Surely they had at least a month before winter would return. Faced with 
more questions than answers, Alex slowly fell into a light sleep. 

A terrible, screaming cry snapped him awake. Alex jumped to his feet, his 
hand reaching for Moon Slayer at his side. He looked around to see where the 
cry had come from. 

Everything was dark, but he could hear something large moving nearby. The 
griffins were awake in the darkness, and they sounded both angry and pained. 

“Bregnest?” Alex called, looking around but seeing nothing in the darkness. 
“Sindar?” 

There was no reply, only the angry sounds coming from the griffins. 

Alex stood for a moment, unsure of what to do. Where were his companions? 
Why were they not answering his calls? His thoughts were numbed by the 
darkness, and fear was growing inside of him. He knew that he had to do 
something—anything—and fast. 

With an effort of will, Alex conjured up a half dozen weir lights. As they 
floated gently around him, the fog in his mind began to clear and the darkness 


around him fled. He felt like a great weight was suddenly lifted from him. 


Looking around, he saw that his friends were all still on the ground as though 
they had not heard the screaming pain of the griffins and were simply resting, 
waiting for dawn. Then he noticed that only four of his friends were there. Val 
was gone. 

“Bregnest!” Alex shouted, bending over his friend and trying to shake him 
awake. 


Bregnest didn’t answer. Alex tried to wake each of his friends in turn, but 
none of them would wake up. When he shook Sindar, the elf mumbled slightly, 
but he, too, seemed completely dazed. 


Alex didn’t know what to do. He needed to help his friends, but he also 
needed to find Val. Where had he gone? And what had caused the griffins to cry 
out in such terrible pain and anger? 


Simple solutions, he thought, remembering Whalen’s advice. He had to think 
of something fast and simple that would help his friends. Fire. That might help. 
Fire was the adventurer’s friend and ally. 


Stepping away from his friends’ blankets, Alex conjured a blue-white fire. 
The heat from the flames pushed back the cold mountain air. As fast as he could, 
Alex moved his companions as close to the fire as he dared, still trying to wake 
them. Only Sindar spoke, but his voice was a faint whisper. 


“My pendant. I need my pendant.” Sindar pulled at his shirt with his right 
hand, desperately trying to find something. 


Alex pushed aside Sindar’s hand and pulled open the top of the elf’s shirt. 
There was no pendant, only a dark red line where something had been yanked 
from around Sindar’s neck. 


Alex searched Sindar’s blankets and the ground around him. He forced more 
magic into the weir lights, changing them from gentle gold to dazzling white. 
The bright light glinted off something, but as Alex reached out for it, his hand 
stopped. Sindar’s pendant was made of true silver, but there was no mistaking 
the design. It was shaped like a flower, the same flower as the pendant Alex’s 
father had hidden. 


Alex retrieved the pendant, but almost dropped it as it burned his hand with 
cold. The cold was gone almost as soon as the pendant was in his hand, the burn 
forgotten, and a gentle warmth seemed to flow out of the metal flower. 


“Here, I have your pendant,” Alex said, forcing it into Sindar’s hand. 


Sindar took a few deep breaths. His muscles relaxed, and his eyes fluttered 
open. For a second he seemed confused, and then he spoke in a desperate, 
pleading tone. 


“Val. Some evil has taken over his mind.” 
“What?” Alex asked, wondering if he’d heard Sindar correctly. 


“Val carries a great evil with him. He will go to the tower. You must stop him 
before he reaches the lower library,” said Sindar, blinking slowly. 


“But I can’t leave you and the others,” Alex protested. “The others won’t 
wake up, and you can barely speak.” 


“Go, quickly,” said Sindar, his tone becoming urgent. “I will recover soon. I 
will care for the others while you are gone.” 


“Sindar, this is madness,” said Alex. “What evil does Val carry?” 
“Go,” Sindar repeated. “Go now.” 


Alex looked at Sindar and his other friends. If he left them, they might be 
lost, but what could he do for them if he stayed? If Val was carrying some evil 
and he reached the lower library, it could be disastrous. 


Alex knew what he had to do. “Do what you can for the others. I will return 
as soon as I can.” 


Sindar seemed to nod, but he said nothing. 


Alex put out the weir lights but left the fire burning, then he ran toward the 
Tower of the Moon with only one thought in his mind. Stop Val. Stop the evil. 


“Stay,” an angry voice commanded as Alex ran toward the stairs that led to 
the tower. 


Alex slid to a stop. He had forgotten that the griffins were still there, and they 
were angry. 


“What do you seek in the Tower of the Moon?” the griffin growled. 
“T seek the evil that has gone there,” Alex answered. 


“The evil you seek traveled here with your company. It attacked us, blinding 
us with its dark magic. Why do you seek it now?” the griffin demanded. 

“We did not know this evil was with us,” said Alex defensively. “Now that it 
has shown itself, I must stop it from reaching the lower library and learning even 
greater dark magic.” 

The griffin paused. “There is no evil in you,” it said finally in a somewhat 
softer tone. “You may pass. But know this, young wizard, your friends will 


remain here as hostages.” 
“Hostages?” 


“We will allow you three hours. You must either destroy this evil or return 
here with it. If you do not return before the time is up, the hostages are forfeit.” 


The griffin’s words filled Alex with a cold fear, but he had no choice. 
“Agreed,” he said, resolved to his fate. 


“Then go,” the griffin commanded. “And return swiftly—if you can.” 


Alex didn’t hesitate. He rushed up the stairs that led into the tower without 
looking back. He had little time and no idea where Val might be. What evil Val 
carried with him Alex could not guess, but he knew it must be powerful in order 
to blind the griffins and allow Val the chance to slip past their watchful gaze. 


Alex was breathing hard when he reached the top of the stairway, his heart 
pounding loudly in his ears. The entrance to the tower was in front of him, but 
there was no sign of Val. He stopped for a moment, trying to catch his breath and 
think. Val had carried the evil, but for how long? And why had Alex not felt the 
evil, as he had before when other evil had been near him? He was only a wizard 
in training, how could he possibly defeat this overwhelming evil? 


Alex approached the tower, his worries picking at his brain. He had to try, 
even if it was hopeless. If he failed, he would probably die, though the thought 
of his own death didn’t bother him as much as the knowledge that if he failed, 
his friends would surely die as well. And if he succeeded, he had only three 
hours to return to the griffins and save his friends. 


As he entered the tower, Alex found himself in a wide chamber. The torches 
were lit, which helped him to see, but it also helped his enemy. Looking around, 
he saw there were two stairways leading out of the chamber. One stairway led up 
into the tower, the other spiraled down into the mountain beneath the tower. 


“Tt must be down,” Alex said to himself. 


Alex ran to the stairway on his right and started down. The stairs circled 
around the wall of the tower and were poorly lit. Carefully, Alex moved 
downward, keeping his eyes open in case Val was hidden somewhere, waiting to 
attack him. There were no hiding places along the stairway that he could see, but 
Alex continued to move with caution. 

At the bottom of the stairs was a long hallway, and at the far end of the 
hallway, Alex could see what appeared to be more stairs leading down. Alex 
moved down the hallway as fast as he could. He watched for any sign of 


movement and listened for any kind of sound. He paused at the end of the 
hallway to listen again, but there was only silence. There were no doorways or 
passages leading away from the hallway, so the only thing to do was to continue 
down. 


The second stairway ended in a narrow chamber. There were doors on both 
sides and a large double door at the far end. Alex moved into the middle of the 
room, looking for any sign that he was going in the right direction. There was 
something familiar about the room, but Alex couldn’t remember where he had 
seen it before. He felt certain that he was going in the right direction, but if he 
had chosen wrong and the library was higher in the tower, he was wasting what 
little time he had. 

Alex stood for a second with his eyes partly closed, listening. A cold breeze 
blew across his face from the direction of the large double door, and he took that 
as a sign. He moved to the door and reached out for the handles. His hands 
shook slightly, and he could already feel the evil and hate waiting behind the 
doors. Not just waiting, but waiting for him. 

Focusing his thoughts on what he had to do, Alex pushed the doors open and 
stepped into the lower library. Val was standing halfway down a large empty 
room, looking back at Alex. 

“I knew you would come,” said Val in an odd-sounding voice. “I knew you 
would try to stop me.” 


“What are you doing, Val?” 


“What I have been told to do,” Val answered, his face twisting into what 
might have been a grin. “I do what my friends say because they want what is 
best for me.” 


“What friends?” Alex asked, stepping closer to Val and looking around the 
empty room. 

“The friends that I have carried with me on this foolish quest,” answered Val. 
“The friends who found me on my last adventure and showed me what I could 
be, if I listened to them.” 

“And what is that?” Alex asked, thinking that Val’s words sounded strangely 
familiar. 

“T will be king of the known lands. All will bow before me, and all will give 
honor to me.” 


“T have heard such promises before,” Alex said softly. “They are lies, and 


those who promise such things are full of evil.” 


“So you say,” Val answered with a sneer. “You threw away your chance. You 
refused to accept them once, and now you will pay the price of your foolishness 
with your life.” 


“T threw away only lies. I refused to accept their evil, and I have paid no price 
for my choice.” 


“Your time is over, wizard. We will destroy you,” Val screamed, leaping 
forward, the point of his sword driving toward Alex’s heart. 


Alex spun away, avoiding Val’s attack by dropping to the floor and rolling 
back to his feet. Moon Slayer was in his hand as he turned, and the magic sword 
began to glow softly in the darkness. Alex felt Val’s next attack coming, and he 
spun away as he slapped Val’s sword aside with Moon Slayer. 


The two of them began a deadly dance around the empty library. Val spun and 
attacked wildly time and again, but Moon Slayer was always there to block his 
attacks. Several times Alex saw an opening where he could easily have killed 
Val, but he didn’t. Val was his friend, and he was being controlled by evil; Alex 
felt like he had to try to save him from that evil. 


“You only delay your end,” Val yelled. “I can fight for hours, but sooner or 
later you will need rest.” 


“Whatever promises you have been told are lies. Evil can’t give you 
greatness, it will only use you and then throw you away when it is finished.” 


Their swords crashed against each other. 


“Let go of the evil, Val,” Alex said in a calm voice. “Think of your friends, 
your wife. 


“Wife?” Val shouted, diving forward to attack once more. “I have no wife. 
That was only a fantasy, a dream that has not yet come true. But my true friends 
will make that dream come true, along with all my other dreams. They want only 
what is best for me.” 


“You will be betrayed,” said Alex. “Remember when you trusted before. You 
were betrayed before, and the evil that claims to be your friend will betray you in 
the same way. Let it go, Val. Let go of the lies the shadow has whispered to you 
and reclaim your honor as an adventurer.” 

“Betrayed,” Val said, his voice softening. He froze in place, his sword held 
out in front of him, the tip wavering. There was a confused look on Val’s face, 
but Alex could see a great struggle in his eyes. 


Alex took the opportunity, hoping it was the right thing to do, hoping that Val 
would understand. Swinging Moon Slayer as hard as he could, Alex aimed for 
Val’s sword. A shower of sparks filled the room as Val’s sword shattered, and Val 
fell back as if he had been dealt a deadly blow. 


“Val?” Alex questioned as he stepped closer. “Are you all right?” 


“Alex? I... I don’t know,” Val answered slowly. “You could have killed me, 
but you did not. It might . . . it might have been better if you had.” 


“Nonsense,” said Alex. “Let go of the evil, Val. Let go of the dreams that 
cannot be, and come back to your own life.” 

“Yes, I understand now,” said Val, his voice growing stronger. “I... Forgive 
me, Alex. I have been a fool.” 


“There is no need for forgiveness,” said Alex. “Come, we need to return to 
the others.” 


“As you wish, my master,” Val whispered. 


Before Alex realized what Val had said, Val lifted his hands and cast a spell. 
Alex’s body was racked with pain and an icy cold filled his insides. The pain 
forced him to his knees, and for a moment he thought he was going to throw up. 
He had felt this sickening cold once before, and it had almost destroyed him 
then. 


Forcing himself to ignore the cold and the pain, Alex raised his hands 
instinctively, drawing on his own deep magic. The spell that came to him in his 
time of need was nothing he had ever heard of or read about. 


Val shrieked in agony, and the painful cold that consumed Alex began to fade. 
Alex got back to his feet and saw Val, curled on the floor, whimpering in pain. 
For a moment he felt pity for Val, but then Val’s body began to twitch as if his 
pain was increasing and a strange shadow began to spread like a puddle of ink 
around him. 


Alex watched in stunned amazement and horror as the shadow began to take 
shape. As the shadow took its full form, Alex recognized it from a dream he’d 
had long ago and from a night he could never forget. This was the evil that had 
reached out for him in his dream, a dream he had forgotten until now. This was 
the evil that had almost destroyed him on his first adventure, and now he knew it 
for what it was. 


“So, young wizard,” said an ice-cold voice. “You have forced me to leave this 
pathetic excuse of a man and show myself.” 


“And now I will end your evil,” said Alex in a determined voice. 


“You do not have that power,” the voice taunted. “All you have done is to 
delay my plans. Look around you, fool. Do you not realize where you are?” 


“In the lower library of the Tower of the Moon,” said Alex, but he suddenly 
realized what the shadowy figure meant. This was the library, but there were no 
books here; it was empty. 


“So, you see at last,” said the voice. “The library is mine, safe from you in 
this fool’s bag.” 


“You have done great evil, and I will stop you from doing more,” Alex yelled. 
“T have defeated you before, and I will do so again.” 


“Young fool,” whispered the shadow. “There is no reason for us to be at odds. 
Take the treasure of the tower and the Horn that you seek. And I can add to your 
treasures as well.” 


The shadow turned to look at Val. Val slowly took his magic bag and spoke 
into it. There was a moment when the air seemed to ripple and spark and then 
the empty library was filled with treasure from Val’s bag. 


“All this I will offer you,” said the cold voice. “All this, and a hundred times 
more. All that I ask is that you leave us now. Leave us, and you will have your 
reward.” 


“You are the fool,” Alex spat back. “This treasure is not yours to give, and 
even if it were, it means nothing to me.” 


“Arrogant whelp!” the shadow screamed, its voice echoing around the empty 
room. “I have made you a fair offer, and once more you refuse me. So be it. 
Though I cannot harm you as I am, I can destroy your hopes. The library is 
mine, and it will remain mine.” 

The shadow turned to look at Val once more. Before Alex could move, Val 
had spoken into his bag and vanished. 

“Before you could hope to strike at me, I will join my servant in his bag and 
use him to become greater than you can imagine,” said the voice as if reading 
Alex’s mind. 

Alex stood in stunned silence, looking at the bag on the floor. With Val in his 
bag, Alex would be unable to move it from where it lay on the stone floor. He 
didn’t know what to do. He had tried for weeks to think of a way to destroy the 
library, but now it was out of his reach. 

“Your time is short, wizard. You dare not wait if your friends’ lives mean 


anything to you,” the shadow voice mocked. 


The dark shadow claimed that Alex could not destroy it, but Alex knew that 
was a lie. He decided he had to do something, no matter how foolish it might 
seem. Lifting his hands, Alex focused all his thoughts and power on Val’s bag. 
The magic of the bag would only let the adventurer who owned it move it from 
the floor, but Alex didn’t want to move the bag, he wanted something else. 


There was a loud crack, like ice shifting on a frozen lake, and it was done. A 
large black stone now stood on the floor where Val’s bag had been. Alex felt 
completely drained. Changing the magic bag had taken all the power he could 
summon, and now he had nothing left to fight the shadow. 


“Very clever,” said the shadow. “You have prevented me from joining my 
servant and using the library, but it is a small victory. I may not be able to 
destroy you in my present form, but I will find another way. There are always 
fools who will let me into their hearts and minds. And time is on my side.” 

Alex knew the evil voice spoke the truth this time. He had stopped the 
shadow for the time being, but another wizard could change the stone back into a 
magic bag. And Alex could not stay and protect the stone forever. 

“So, young wizard, you have failed. I will leave you now to ponder your 
defeat, and I will return at my convenience to claim my prize.” 

The shadow figure changed as it finished speaking, becoming a misty, almost 
fluid, form. Alex watched it change, too tired to stop it or even to speak. A 
shrieking ice-cold wind blew past Alex, pushing him down until he was flat on 
his back. And then the shadow was gone. 

Alex struggled to his knees. He was cold, sad, and defeated. He had failed 
completely. The shadow was still free, and, worse, it would return. For a moment 
he felt like crying, but then a voice he had never heard before came into his 
mind. 

“Simple solutions are often the best,” the voice said. 

Alex shook his head. There was no simple solution to this problem, at least 
none that he could think of. Then another voice came to his mind, a kind, soft 
voice: the voice of the sphinx. 

“Unseen but heard, untouched but felt,” the voice said softly. The riddle of 
the sphinx returned to Alex’s mind, and he felt as if a light had been turned on 
inside his head. 

Alex started to laugh as the cold slipped away. He felt his strength return to 


him in a dazzling rush that almost took his breath away. The answer was so 
simple, so obvious, and so clever that he had never considered it. Standing up, 
Alex moved to the stone that had once been the magic bag of Sedric Valenteen. 
Alex felt sorry for Val, but he knew that Val had made his own choice, and now 
he had to suffer the consequences of that choice. 


Lifting his hands and pulling all of his magic to him, Alex closed his eyes. A 
cool breeze blew across his face once more, and when he opened his eyes, the 
stone was gone. Worry slipped away; Alex was certain that no one would ever be 
able to change the cool breeze back into a stone or a magic bag. He had won in 
the end, and the shadow didn’t even know it. Someday the shadow would return 
here to claim its prize and find nothing at all. 


Tired, but pleased with his success, Alex looked around at the room full of 
treasure. If Val had an heir, all of this belonged to them. He would take it and 
hope to return it to Val’s family sometime in the future. He took his magic bag 
and spoke into it. The air seemed to ripple and spark once more, and the treasure 
disappeared with a flash. 


Alex moved back to the stairway as fast as he could, not wanting to waste 
another moment. He ran up the two flights of stairs, his legs burning with the 
effort. When he reached the main chamber, he paused for a moment. He didn’t 
know how much time had passed, but he thought it couldn’t be more than an 
hour. With only a moment of thought, he went to the stairway that led higher into 
the tower. He wanted to find the upper library and the Horn of Moran, if it was 
there. 


At the top of the stairway was a door, which Alex opened to see another large 
chamber full of treasure. Ignoring the treasure, he continued forward toward 
another stairway at the far end of the chamber. He knew where it would lead 
him. 

At the top of the second set of stairs, Alex found himself in the upper library 
of the Tower of the Moon, surrounded by shelves, tables, and thousands of 
books. He quickly reached for his magic bag, holding it out toward the center of 
the room. 


“Treasure room,” Alex said loudly. 


With a sound like rushing wind, the entire library disappeared into his bag. 
Only one thing remained, and it was something Alex had not noticed when he’d 
first entered the room. He moved closer, looking at the strange object in wonder. 


Against the back wall a single stone table remained and hovering just above 


the tabletop was a bright silver flame. The flames moved like a living thing, but 
Alex didn’t feel any heat coming from them. For a few minutes he stood looking 
at the flames, and a strange desire to reach out and touch the silver fire filled his 
mind. 


“Take it,” a voice whispered to him. “Take the power and become the 
master.” 


Before he knew what he was doing, Alex reached out his hand toward the 
flame. Alarm bells rang wildly inside his head, warning him to stop, but his hand 
continued to move forward. 


“A wizard born in Norsland must come,” another voice yelled inside his head. 
“Only a wizard born in Norsland can take this power.” 


Alex’s hand stopped moving, his fingers slowly curling into a fist. Cara had 
told him about the legend of the tower, about a wizard who would come to save 
his people. Alex knew he could touch the flame and become the master of all the 
magic in Norsland, but then the legend would fail. Worse, if he took the power, 
he would have to remain as the guardian of the tower for as long as he lived. 


“No,” Alex said softly. “This is not for me. Another will come to guard this 
power.” 


“Wise. Very wise,” a deep voice answered. 
Alex spun around at the sound of the voice. 


A ghostly image of a man moved across the empty room, stopping a few feet 
from Alex. “I am sorry you had to be tested like that,” he said. “All who enter 
the tower must face the test of the flame, but you are the first to ever pass the 
test.” 


“Who are you?” 

“I am Garson,” the ghost answered. “I was the last guardian of the tower. 
Now I wait to pass on the knowledge I have and the secrets I have kept to the 
new guardian.” 

“I am Alexander Taylor,” Alex said. 

“You are a wizard and an adventurer.” Garson nodded. “You have come here 
looking for the Horn of Moran. Yes, I know. I can see your power, and I am glad 
you have come. The Horn is with the treasure of the tower, but it does not belong 
here. It must be returned to Alusia.” 

“Yes,” said Alex. “The Horn is needed to prove the true king of Athanor.” 

“Oh, it will do much more than that,” said Garson. “The Horn is one of three 


guardian objects that bind the people of Alusia together. It is the simplest of the 
three, and the only one that could be taken from the land. But simple or not, it is 
part of Alusia, and it must be returned. It has only been here for a short time, but 
already Alusia is breaking apart. The Horn will help unite the people once 
more.” 


“If the Horn is so important, why was the prince allowed to take it from 
Alusia? Why bring it here?” 
“The people have forgotten what the Horn is,” Garson answered sadly. 


“What happened to the prince?” Alex questioned. “And to the adventurers 
who were with him?” 


“The men who came here with the Horn were adventurers, but not wizards. 
They felt the same desire you did to touch the flame, but they were not wise 
enough to see that the power was not free for the taking. They failed the test and 
were destroyed. I am sorry that it happened, but I could not stop it.” 


“T have destroyed the lower library of the tower,” Alex said after a moment of 
silence. “I have taken the upper library and put it in my bag. I will not restore the 
lower library, but I should leave the upper library here.” 


“The tower is more than libraries and treasure,” Garson replied with a wave 
of his ghostly hand. “Libraries can be replaced. Take what you have won and 
learn from it. Take the treasure in the room below as a reward; the Horn you seek 
is with the treasure. I ask only that you leave some token of yourself behind to 
mark you as a friend of the tower. Perhaps someday you will return, and if you 
are a friend of the tower, the guardians will allow you free access.” 


“Thank you,” said Alex. “I am sorry I cannot stay. The guardians gave me 
three hours to destroy the evil that came here, and that time is running out.” 


“You have other reasons to hurry,” said Garson. “There is a storm brewing. 
Winter is closing in; I do not think you will be able to outrun it.” 


“We can’t wait for winter to pass,” Alex said in a worried tone. “We have to 
get back to Alusia before the spring festival or else there will be war.” 


“The storms that are coming cannot be stopped,” Garson answered slowly. 
“As I am now, I have little power in this land, and even less in others. I can, 
however, see some of what the future holds. I see that your friends have been 
touched by a curse. You will be stopped by winter, but not for as long as you 
fear. You will be able to move south much sooner than you might expect.” 


“That is something,” said Alex, thinking of the ghost’s words. 


“Little things often make the biggest difference,” Garson said softly as his 
image started to fade. “You should go. Move as quickly as you can, young 
wizard. Time is running out.” 

The ghost vanished before Alex could reply. Without waiting, Alex hurried 
back down the stairs to the chamber full of treasure. He knew the Horn was here, 
somewhere, but Garson was right, he didn’t have time to look for it. 


“Treasure room, separate,” said Alex, hoping the bag would understand what 
he wanted it to do. 


Once again there was the sound of rushing wind as the air rippled and 
sparked. When the chamber was emptied, Alex shifted his bag to his shoulder. 
He took a single gold coin from his moneybag. With a little effort, he changed 
the appearance of the coin in his hand. Tossing the coin toward the center of the 
empty treasure room, he caught it with magic before it hit the floor. The gold 
coin flashed as it spun in midair, held by a magical thread. 


With a bit of pride, Alex looked at the token he had created that marked him 
as a friend of the tower. One side of the coin held the image of a dragon’s head 
with eight stars around it, while the other side had the image of Moon Slayer on 
it. Alex knew that the coin would remain where it was until the next keeper of 
the tower came to claim the power of Norsland. And he knew from his dreams 
that he would also return when that time came. 


Running out of the tower, Alex started down the path to the second gate and 
his friends. The sun was coming up, and in the dim morning light, he saw Sindar 
arguing with the griffins, demanding that they let him pass and allow him access 
to the tower. 

“Tt’s all right,” called Alex. “The evil has gone.” 

Bowing, the griffins moved aside without speaking to let Alex pass between 
them. Then they moved back to block the path to the tower. 

“How are you, Sindar?” 

“Better now that I see you, my friend,” Sindar answered. 

“And the others?” 

Sindar hesitated. “I don’t know what’s wrong with them. They seem to be 
stunned, but otherwise unhurt. When I ask them to stand or move, they do as I 
bid, but they don’t seem to see what is around them. And they cannot speak at 
all.” 


“You seem to have recovered,” said Alex. “Though I was worried when I first 


found you.” 

“Evil has less effect on me than on others,” said Sindar. “And I was lucky you 
were able to recover my pendant for me. It has taken most of the time that 
you’ve been gone for me to recover, and I still feel a deep coldness inside.” 

“Tt will pass,” said Alex. 

Alex and Sindar returned to their campsite and tried once more to revive their 
companions, but nothing seemed to work. Alex didn’t know any spell that could 
reverse the curse, and he was tired. Changing Val’s magic bag into a stone had 
drained him, and changing the stone into a breeze had taken even more out of 
him, far more than all his running up and down the tower stairs. 

“We need to get out of the mountains,” said Alex, dropping onto his blankets 
beside the fire. 

“Yes, but perhaps first you should rest.” 

Alex shook his head. “Pll be fine. I should send a message to Whalen. He 
may know how to break this spell.” 

“Possibly, but do we have time to wait for a reply?” 

“No,” said Alex with a sigh. He rubbed his eyes. “Pl send a message and 
then we can break camp.” 

“Rest first,” said Sindar softly. “Collect your thoughts and rest your body. 
You’ve had a long night.” 

Alex’s eyes were already closing. He would rest for an hour or two, then send 
a message to Whalen. 

Whalen will know what to do, he thought as he drifted off to sleep. Whalen is 
a great wizard. He always knows what to do. 

When Alex woke, he felt much better. Looking at the sun, he could tell he had 
been asleep for almost three hours. Sindar was walking around the fire with 
Andy, but Andy seemed unaware of anything around him. 

“Any improvement?” Alex asked. 

“No. I thought perhaps moving around would help them, but they seem 
unchanged.” 

“They will be moving around quite a bit soon enough. Let me send a message 
to Whalen, and then we’! start back down the mountain.” 

Sindar nodded, but said nothing, helping Andy sit back down beside the fire. 
While Alex wrote his message, he noticed the blank stare on Andy’s face. He 


hoped that Whalen would have an answer and that the answer would come soon. 


Once Alex had sent his message, he and Sindar began leading the others back 
down the path toward the first gate. Their going was painfully slow because their 
companions would run into the stone sides of the trail yet continue trying to 
move forward. After several hours of turning their friends back onto the path, 
Sindar came up with a clever solution. 


Fastening a length of rope to each member of the company, Sindar was able 
to pull their dazed companions into the correct path as they went along. But even 
with this improvement, their progress was incredibly slow. 


What had been a day’s travel going up the path took them almost three days 
to travel back down. Alex was beginning to worry that they wouldn’t be off the 
mountains before the snow began to fall, and he certainly didn’t want to spend 
the winter stuck on the mountainside. 

“From here on it will be more difficult,” said Sindar, dropping to the ground 
beside Alex. “The path is steep, and there aren’t any rock walls to keep our 
friends from falling off the edge.” 

“T know,” said Alex. “And they don’t seem to be improving at all.” He 
thought for a moment. “I suppose I could change our friends into mice and carry 
them down the mountain inside my magic bag.” 

“Do you think you could do that?” 

“Perhaps, but I’ve never transfigured a human, and I’d hate to accidentally 
hurt one of our friends.” 

“Then don’t think on it,” Sindar advised. “We will manage, somehow.” 

Alex simply nodded. What he had said wasn’t entirely true. When Alex had 
transfigured Val’s magic bag, Val had been inside it at the time. It wasn’t a 
pleasant thought and he pushed it aside. Transfiguration was a simple solution, 
but not one he was willing to try on his friends, at least not yet. 

“Perhaps we should just put them inside one of our magic bags as they are,” 
Alex said softly. 

“A simple solution to our problem, but there are dangers. We do not know 
what magic Val used on them, and the magic inside the bag may trigger some 
greater damage.” 

“Yes, I suppose that is possible,” said Alex. “And then there are the rules of 
honor to consider.” 


“Giving another the safety of your bag without his consent is a loss of honor 


for both the person being protected and the holder of the bag,” said Sindar in a 
troubled voice. “The rules of honor are there for good reasons, but those reasons 
hardly apply right now.” 

“If things get worse and we can’t get off the mountain, we may have to risk 
that loss of honor.” 

“Not yet. Not if there is another way to save our friends. We will find a way 
to save them, Alex. I’m sure we will.” 

For a long time they sat in silence. Alex felt too tired to sleep or think. He lay 
back on his blankets and watched the stars above him, letting his thoughts 
wander freely. 

“You have not said what happened in the tower,” Sindar said softly. 

“We haven’t had time,” Alex replied. “And I’m not sure I can really explain 
everything.” 

“Rest, Alex. The morning may bring new hope.” 

“And a message from Whalen,” Alex added, his mind and body finally 
succumbing to sleep. 

Alex woke to the dinging of a geeb and was glad to find a message from 
Whalen had indeed arrived. He paid the geeb and tore open the letter, his hopes 
high that the answer he needed was here. 


Dear Alex, 


I will not trouble you for details now as I understand the situation you 
are in. I’m afraid I can’t be of much help to you. There is a spell that might 
cure your friends, but I cannot write it here, and even if I could, I’m not 
completely sure you could use it. It is a difficult spell to work and can go 
very badly wrong if not done correctly. 


My best advice to you is to get to the enchanted woods as quickly as you 
can. You may find help in the woods, if you can reach them before the snows 
block your way. I believe that time will heal your friends, but winter is 
coming and you can’t wait. 


I am sorry that I cannot be of more help to you at this time. Whatever 
happens, don’t give up. 


Yours in fellowship, Whalen 


Alex showed the letter to Sindar before storing it in his bag. He felt a little 
frustrated that Whalen had the answer but that he could not share it. Now he and 
Sindar would have to do what they could, and Alex wasn’t at all sure it would be 
enough. 


Chapter Thirteen 


Brownies 


Alex had managed to defeat the evil shadow, destroy the lower library, and 
recover the Horn of Moran, but he felt like none of that mattered. They were still 
trapped on the mountain, and his friends were helpless. For the first time Alex 
thought their adventure might be a failure, and his mood grew darker as he 
considered what that failure would mean. 


“Come,” said Sindar. “We will do what needs to be done.” 


Alex agreed and tried to shake off his dark mood. Both Whalen and Garson 
had told him not to give up or give in to despair, but Alex felt that this was an 
almost hopeless situation. If Whalen had been there, he could have cured 
Bregnest, Halfdan, and Andy, and they could easily get off the mountains. In the 
end, however, Alex knew there was nothing he could do but carry on. If they 
were going to get off the mountains before winter set in, it was up to Sindar and 
himself to get them off. 

They moved along the trail more slowly now, staying close to the mountain 
and avoiding the edge. To keep from losing one of their friends over the edge, 
Alex and Sindar were forced to move them one at a time. This was tiring and 
time-consuming because Alex and Sindar had to climb each section of the path 
twice and descend it three times to move the company forward at all. 

After ten days of moving forward only a few hundred yards at a time, they 
finally reached the spot where they had camped their first night on the mountain. 
The wind blew constantly, and the sun hardly ever came out from behind the 
gray clouds that filled the sky. 

“We’re almost down,” said Sindar. “Perhaps another two or three days and 
we’ll finally be off the mountain.” 


“And then what?” Alex asked softly. 


“Whalen said we might find help in the enchanted woods. At least we will 
find shelter there from the coming snows.” 


“I’m sorry,” said Alex, looking at Sindar. “I’ve been letting myself think only 
dark thoughts of failure. I’m feeling sorry for myself, I guess.” 


“Sorry for yourself or for your friends?” Sindar questioned. 
“A little of both I suppose.” 


“Then stop one and do what you can to help the other.” 


Alex knew there was no reason to be depressed. They would make it off the 
mountains and to the enchanted woods before it started to snow. He had the 
Horn of Moran in his bag, but still, he couldn’t find any joy inside himself. 
Worry filled his mind, and not just about his friends. Alusia needed the Horn of 
Moran in order to know who the true king was. But even more important than 
that, the Horn would unite the people of Alusia and stop the different kingdoms 
from drifting apart and falling into an unending series of wars. 


It took the company three more days to reach the first gate, and it was already 
dark when they got there. The sphinx watched them silently as they approached 
and passed through the gate. 


Alex wanted to move on at once, but Sindar insisted they rest before starting 
for the woods. Alex reluctantly agreed. He had only slept for a few hours each 
day and had hardly eaten since leaving the Tower of the Moon. All he could 
think about was helping his friends by getting to the enchanted woods before the 
snow Started to fall. 


“All right,” Alex said. “We will rest. But only for an hour or two. The snow 
will be falling soon, and I can rest once we get to the woods.” 


Alex conjured a fire to keep the company warm, and then helped Sindar wrap 
their companions in blankets. Sindar quickly cooked a meal for the two of them 
and made Alex eat a second helping. When he was finished eating, Alex lay 
down and almost instantly fell asleep. His dreams, however, were dark and 
troubled, and not at all restful. It wasn’t long before Alex woke, and when he 
did, he found snowflakes falling on his face. 


“We must hurry,” said Alex, jumping to his feet. “If the snow gets too heavy, 
we won’t be able to find the woods at all.” 


“T will lead,” said Sindar, attaching the guide rope to his belt. “I can see better 
in the darkness, and it would be deadly to get lost now.” 


Sindar set a quick pace, and Alex had trouble keeping up. He felt tired and 
week, and with each step, his feet felt heavier. The cold wind numbed his senses. 
At times it seemed that Sindar was pulling the entire company forward like a 
great sleigh horse in the snow. The ground was already white, and the air was so 
full of snowflakes that it was hard to see anything. They had walked for a long 
time when Sindar suddenly stopped. 


“The snow is too thick,” Sindar yelled over the howling wind. “I can’t see 


where we are going.” 
“We can’t stop here,” Alex yelled back. 


“We can’t go on without some kind of guide. We could wander for days in 
this storm and never find the woods.” 


“T have an idea,” said Alex, forcing his nearly frozen brain to work. 


Holding his hands close together, Alex conjured up a large, bright blue weir 
light. Concentrating on where he wanted to go, he focused on the light that 
hovered in front of him and simply said, “Lead me.” 

The light hovered for a moment and then moved slowly forward and to Alex’s 
left. Alex and Sindar quickly changed places in the marching order, retying the 
rope that held the company together. The weir light seemed to wait for Alex to 
follow and never moved too far ahead of him. It always seemed to move in a 
straight line, though it was hard to be sure in the blowing snow. 


The snow was soon ankle-deep, but the weir light continued to guide them. 
Alex desperately hoped that his magic was working, because if it wasn’t, they 
might be traveling in circles. After walking for what seemed like hours, Alex 
finally saw the dark shapes of trees ahead of him, and he let out a sigh of relief. 
As they continued to move forward, the snow grew lighter, and in a few minutes 
they were inside the enchanted woods. 

“A useful bit of magic,” said Sindar. “A pity that Halfdan didn’t see it, he 
would have enjoyed that very much.” 

“Perhaps another time,” said Alex, conjuring several additional weir lights to 
guide them into the dark woods. 

“Tt is warmer here. The air is much warmer, in fact.” 

Alex had noticed it as well. The change in temperature would normally have 
troubled him, but all he wanted now was to find a place to sleep. 


After moving into the woods a short distance, they came upon a small 
meadow. Alex stopped the company and untied the rope from his belt. He was so 
tired that he could barely help Sindar with the others. He lit a fire and let the 
weir lights fade. 


“T need to sleep,” said Alex, dropping onto his blanket. “I don’t think I’ve 
ever felt so tired.” 


“Rest, my friend,” said Sindar. “I will watch and keep the fire burning. You 
have done a great thing, and have earned a rest.” 


“We have done a great thing,” Alex corrected as he closed his eyes. 


x OK OK 


When Alex woke up, the sky was much lighter, and he thought he heard 
Sindar talking to someone. Alex hoped that his friends had recovered, but when 
he sat up, he saw Sindar sitting alone by the fire. The fire was larger than it had 
been, and Alex wondered why Sindar had built it up so much. 

“Who are you talking to?” Alex asked. 

“The brownies, of course,” Sindar answered. 

“Brownies?” 

Sindar grinned and pointed to a large brown stump a short distance from the 
fire. Alex didn’t remember the stump being there, and he felt a little confused. 
Rubbing the sleep out of his eyes, he suddenly realized that the stump was 
actually a small, brown-skinned creature that looked more like a miniature dwarf 
than anything else Alex could think of. 

“Welcome, master wizard,” said the creature, removing its pointy hat and 
bowing to Alex. “We hoped that you would be returning to our woods.” 

Alex blinked several times to make sure he was seeing what he thought he 
was seeing. The brownie giggled, and Alex recognized the sound as the laughter 
he’d heard when they had passed through the enchanted woods before. The 
brownie took a few steps closer, then bowed once more. 

“I am Tip, at your service,” said the brownie. 

“Thank you,” Alex managed to reply. 

“T was just discussing our friends with Tip,” said Sindar. “It seems that he and 
his people might be able to help them.” 

“If you can, we would be very much in your debt,” said Alex as he studied 
the brownie in front of him. 

“Oh yes, I’m sure we can help, but there are a few difficulties involved,” Tip 
answered. 

“Difficulties? What difficulties?” 

“Well, as I was telling your friend Sindar, we don’t like to show ourselves to 
humans or dwarfs,” said Tip, turning slightly red in embarrassment. 

“But I’m a human.” 

“You’re a wizard,” said Tip. “And that makes a difference.” 

“So, you can help them, but you don’t want them to see you,” said Alex, 
slightly puzzled. 


“Not exactly,” said Tip. “We can help them, but we don’t want them to know 
we helped them, or even that we were here.” 

“And that is the difficulty,” said Sindar, looking at Alex. 

“T see,” said Alex, trying to think of a way around this difficulty. 

“T do have a solution,” Tip said. 

“And what is that?” Alex asked with interest. 

“We could put your friends in an enchanted sleep,” said Tip. “They could 
sleep all winter, and when spring comes, they will wake up and be themselves 
again.” 

“And this is your solution?” 

“In part,” Tip answered. “You see, the enchanted sleep will help them heal 


faster, and they wouldn’t know we helped them. Unless, of course, you tell 
them.” 

“T see,” said Alex with a soft laugh. “So Sindar and I need to promise not to 
tell them about you.” 

“Exactly,” said Sindar. 

“And you would be willing to take our word?” Alex asked Tip. 

“Of course,” Tip answered in a surprised tone. “Elves we trust very much, 
and wizards we know do not lie. At least good wizards don’t, and we know you 
are a good wizard, so that’s that.” 

“Well then, Sindar, what do you say?” Alex questioned. 

“T have already given my word to tell no human or dwarf about what happens 
here,” said Sindar. “Of course, wizards are another story, so I’m sure you could 
tell Whalen.” 

“Oh, yes, we know Whalen Vankin and we trust him very much,” said Tip, 
his head bobbing up and down rapidly. “But you must promise not to tell your 
friends what happened to them here. Neither them, nor any other human or 
dwarf.” 

“T promise not to tell any human or dwarf what happens here, or about your 
people who live here in the enchanted woods,” said Alex. 

“Very good,” said Tip, beaming at Alex. “Now, we will take you and Sindar 
to a much nicer place where you can spend the winter as our guests.” 

“And our friends?” Alex questioned, not wanting to leave Bregnest, Andy, 
and Halfdan lying in the meadow. 


“We will take them to another place, near the southern edge of the woods,” 
Tip answered. “When spring is near, we will lead you and Sindar to them, and 
then you can wake them up.” 


“Very well,” said Alex. “We accept your kind offer.” 


Tip seemed thrilled. He gave a short, loud whistle, and the meadow suddenly 
came alive with brownies. Alex and Sindar both laughed as what appeared to be 
hundreds of brownies bowed and introduced themselves. After a moment, Tip 
clapped his hands three times and the brownies became almost instantly quiet. 
Tip gave instructions for a group of brownies to move Bregnest, Andy, and 
Halfdan, and then asked Alex and Sindar to follow him. 


Alex was still tired, but he got up and followed Tip into the trees, still 
surrounded by the rest of the brownies. After a short hike through the woods, 
they arrived at the strangest-looking village Alex had ever seen. The brownies’ 
houses were all between six and eight feet high and painted in every color 
imaginable. Some of the houses were all one color, but most were a mixture of 
colors and patterns. Alex particularly liked one large house that was painted with 
red and white strips like a giant peppermint. 

“Welcome to our village,” said Tip when they reached the town square. “We 
have a small house prepared for you, though it is not as grand as we might hope. 
I thought you might want to rest a bit and take a bath before this evening’s 
feast.” 

“You are most kind,” said Sindar. “I am sure that my friend and I will be 
comfortable.” 


“Indeed, your kindness overwhelms us,” Alex replied. 


Alex and Sindar both bowed to Tip, which seemed to please him and make 
him laugh at the same time. Tip then led them to a small cottage just outside the 
brownie village. It was actually a very nice cottage, with one large room that had 
a table, a sink, and two beds in it, and a smaller room with a large bathtub in it. 

“PII leave you until the feast,” said Tip. “If you need anything at all, just 
ask.” 


“Thank you very much,” Alex and Sindar said at the same time. 


Tip closed the door behind him, and Alex looked at Sindar in amazement. He 
had never considered the possibility that brownies lived in the enchanted woods, 
though now he understood what Whalen had said about finding help here. 


“Did you know they were here?” Alex asked as he tested one of the beds. 


“No, but I could feel their goodness when we passed though the woods 
before. Though at the time, I didn’t know where that goodness came from.” 


“T suppose we’re lucky they decided to help us,” Alex commented, feeling 
sleepy once again. 


“T think we can thank your weir lights for that,” said Sindar, testing the other 
bed. 

“Why is that?” 

“Because they saw the lights and decided to investigate them. Tip told me 
before you woke up. They were impressed by the lights; I’ll be surprised if they 
don’t ask you to conjure them up again.” 


“That wouldn’t be a problem,” said Alex as he yawned. 


“Perhaps you should finish your night’s sleep,” said Sindar. “I’m going to 
take a bath.” 


“Wake me when you’re done,” said Alex, before rolling over and going back 
to sleep. 


When Sindar woke Alex, it was several hours later. Alex felt refreshed and 
hungry, now that he knew they were all safe. He rolled slowly off his bed and 
began taking off his boots. 


“T thought you might have needed sleep more than a bath,” said Sindar with a 
smile. “And now you’ll have to wait for a bit, as our hosts are bringing our 
midday meal.” 


“Excellent. I feel like I haven’t eaten in days.” 


There was a knock on the door, and a dozen brownies poured into the room 
before he or Sindar could even say, “Who’s there?” The brownies all carried 
trays of food which seemed far too large for them, but they managed somehow. 
The table was soon filled, and Alex and Sindar both thanked their hosts, which 
made the brownies burst into a fit of giggles. As quickly as they appeared, the 
brownies vanished, leaving Alex and Sindar to their meal. 


“Why do they laugh so much when we thank them?” Alex questioned as he 
started filling a plate with food. 

“Tt’s their way,” Sindar said. “They prefer their help and service to remain 
anonymous. So when we notice them doing things for us and thank them, they 
think it’s very funny.” 

“As long as they’re happy.” 


“They’re always happy. And it appears that they are good cooks as well.” 

As they ate their meal, Alex told Sindar what had happened in the Tower of 
the Moon. Sindar turned pale when Alex told him about the shadow, and about 
having met it once before in Vargland, but Alex didn’t ask Sindar if he knew 
what it was. 

“So you turned the stone into a breeze?” Sindar asked, making sure he had 
heard correctly. 

“T did,” said Alex. “I remembered the riddle the sphinx had asked, and it 
suddenly hit me that a breeze could never be turned back into a stone, or a magic 
bag.” 

“And the shadow had already left when you did that?” 

“Yes.” 

“Well, it won’t be happy if it ever returns.” 

“T hope it never returns. But if it does, it will go crazy trying to figure out 
where the stone has gone.” 

“No less than it deserves,” Sindar observed. “I do feel sorry for Val though.” 

“So do I. I think he was once a good and honorable man.” 

“But he listened to the shadow,” said Sindar. “He made his own choice, and it 
was a poor one.” 

“There is something else I wanted to talk to you about,” Alex said, and then 
paused to consider his words. “The pendant you wear—the one you so 
desperately wanted just after the attack.” 

“Ah, yes. I have worn that for many years,” said Sindar. “It is an ancient 
talisman. There is some magic in it, as I’m sure you noticed.” 

“Yes, I did, but that’s not what I want to ask. You see .. . Well, it might be 
best to show you.” 

Alex reached for his magic bag and called out the pendant his father had left 
for him. Holding it up so Sindar could see it, he noticed a strange look on his 
friend’s face, a look that vanished as quickly as it had appeared. 

“My father hid this in his own magic bag,” Alex explained. “He left a note 
with it, telling me that I could freely trust anyone who wore this symbol.” 

“Your father,” Sindar repeated slowly. “Yes, I should have guessed, but. . .” 

“But?” Alex prodded. 


“Tt is difficult to keep track sometimes,” Sindar answered. “I should have 


given things more thought when we first met. Your father—his first name was 
Joshua?” 


“Yes.” 
Sindar nodded but remained silent for several minutes before speaking. 


“T met your father once, many years ago. I did not get the chance to know 
him, but he was well-respected among us.” 


“Among the elves, you mean,” Alex clarified. 


“Oh, yes, among the elves, but that isn’t what I’m talking about. You see, the 
pendant is a symbol of the ancient order of Malgor.” 


“The order of Malgor? What is that?” 


“Basically the order is a collection of people who gather information. We 
keep records about people, places, cities—all kinds of things.” 


“Why?” Alex asked. “What are the records used for?” 


“From time to time we discover something important. I say discover, but it is 
more like making connections between points of information. When we do find 
something, we pass the information along to the people who need to know.” 


“T don’t understand. What information? Who runs the order? Why was it set 
up in the first place?” 

“T can tell you some things, but not everything,” said Sindar after a moment 
of thought. “For example, I can tell you that when I return home, I will report on 
this adventure and the fact that there appear to be more goblins in Norsland than 
there once were—including the presence of a goblin shaman. The order might 
decide that they need more information about goblins in Norsland, or they might 
just let the kingdoms of Norsland know that there are more goblins.” 


“T see,” said Alex. “Still, who is in charge? Who decides what information is 
important? What else does the order of Malgor do?” 


“So many questions,” said Sindar. “As for the who and the why, I don’t think 
I should say. Many people who belong to the order do not know who is in 
charge, and since you are not a member... .” 


“Pm sorry,” said Alex. “It’s just so interesting. Obviously my father was a 
member of this order, and he wanted me to trust any members that I might 
meet.” 

“Yes, but I think your father may have overstated his desire. I would not be so 
quick to trust completely if I were you. You are a wizard after all, and blind trust 
does not go well with that title.” 


“You don’t think I should trust the members of the order?” 


“T think you should use your own judgment,” said Sindar. “Now, I think you 
should take a bath and get ready for the feast. It should be a merry night.” 


Sindar said nothing more about the order of Malgor, and Alex didn’t press 
him for answers. He knew enough for now, and he promised himself that 
someday he would know more. 


The brownies were thrilled that Alex and Sindar were their guests and would 
squeal and giggle when either of them would thank them for their kindness. Alex 
tried hard to remember all the brownies’ names, but there were just too many of 
them, and the brownies all looked very much alike to him. Whenever he would 
call a brownie by the wrong name, the brownie would think he was making a 
wonderful joke, and then tell him its correct name. In the end, Alex stopped 
trying to sort it out. 


The days passed swiftly, and the brownies never seemed to grow tired of Alex 
and Sindar asking them questions or thanking them. Often Alex would conjure 
up weir lights and send them floating around the village, changing colors from 
time to time as they went. The brownies seemed to enjoy the lights even more 
than Halfdan had, and it made Alex happy to hear them laugh in surprise 
whenever one of the lights changed colors. 


After a week in the village, Alex sent Whalen a long message, telling him 
everything that had happened at the tower and how he and Sindar were now 
guests in the brownie village. Alex also spent a fair amount of time in his bag, 
sorting through the treasure he’d recovered from the tower. He was hoping to 
have the treasure sorted and divided before they started south once more, but that 
was going to take some work. A few weeks later, Whalen sent a reply to Alex’s 
message. 


Dear Alex, 


You have done better than I had hoped. I am impressed with the way 
you’ve handled things. I never would have thought to change the stone into 
a breeze. Very clever on your part, I must say. 


I do have some ideas about what the shadow is, but it will take some 
explaining, which I would rather do in person. I hope to meet you on your 
return to Telous, or perhaps in Alusia. I believe Bregnest, once he is 


recovered, will insist that you all go with him to complete your adventure by 
returning the Horn. 


I was sorry to hear about Sedric Valenteen, but, as you said, he made his 
choice. You did what had to be done, so don’t blame yourself for what 
happened. 


Continue to study your books, and feel free to start looking through the 
upper library, which you now have in your bag. I don’t think you will need 
to update me quite so often, but feel free to write if you have questions. 
Also, I think you can judge for yourself when you should and should not use 
your powers, so dont let my earlier warnings stop you from doing 
something you feel needs doing. Of course, don’t use your powers for just 
anything; use your common sense and you should be fine. 


Yours in fellowship, Whalen 


P.S. Just a reminder to honor your promise to Tip. I know you would 
never break your promise on purpose, but you may find it difficult to keep 
once your friends recover. Perhaps you and Sindar should agree on a story 
for your friends. You still have time to think of something before they wake 


up. 


Whalen’s letter lifted Alex’s spirits, and that afternoon he started working on 
a story with Sindar. They decided, after some debate, that the simple truth would 
work best. No mention of the brownies would be made, but the fact that the two 
of them had been stuck in the woods would be enough. 

“Our adventure climbing down the mountain will be far more interesting,” 
Sindar commented. “The fact that we spent a few weeks or even months in the 
woods, with nothing to do but wait, will not attract many questions.” 

As the days passed, Alex continued to sort the treasure from the tower and 
search for the Horn of Moran. Other days, he would look through the large 
library or visit with the brownies. 

Winter continued, and Alex and Sindar both watched the weather for any sign 
that they could safely move on. Sometimes Alex would wander to the edge of 


the enchanted woods and look out across the frozen waste, thinking about the 
future. He appreciated Usel’s warning about not being in the frozen waste when 
winter came. The snow was almost as deep as Alex was tall, and the wind blew 
wildly across the open land. 


Alex used his time to study and practice his magic, and to just think. He even 
had time to reread some of his books and learn how to magically mend Halfdan’s 
cooking pot. It was an odd bit of magic, but after a little practice, Alex was able 
to make the pot as good as new. He was pleased with his work, and he knew 
Halfdan would be glad to have his pot back. 

“You seem strangely quiet,” said Sindar, one night after another excellent 
feast with the brownies. “Are you troubled?” 

“Not troubled. Just thoughtful.” 

“More like a wizard all the time.” 

“Or more like an elf,” Alex answered and laughed. “I was just thinking about 
something—something I’m not likely to find an answer to.” 

“And why would you spend time thinking about things that have no 
answers?” 

“Oh, there is an answer, I’m sure of that,” said Alex. “I’m just not likely to 
find it anytime soon.” 

“Then I suppose thinking about it won’t hurt, as long as you are prepared to 
wait for your answers.” 

“T can wait. I believe I am less hotheaded than I once was.” 

“T believe that you are,” said Sindar. 

It wasn’t until Alex had sorted almost all the treasure from the Tower of the 
Moon that he found the Horn of Moran. It was about eighteen inches long and 
perhaps eight or nine inches across at its widest point. It was made of a black 
material that Alex had never seen before, and the gentle curve made it look like a 
horn from some enormous animal. True silver bands had been wrapped around 
either end, and there were loops in the silver where a strap could be attached so 
the horn could be carried. Alex showed the Horn to Sindar, who was stunned 
when he saw it. 

“Tt’s been carved from a Durnlow horn,” Sindar whispered in awe. 

“What’s a Durnlow?” Alex questioned. 

“They are a rare and magical creature, something like a giant goat or perhaps 
more like a ram,” Sindar explained. “Stories say that they are even more magical 


than dragons, and that to see one means good fortune for the rest of your days. 
Their horns cannot be taken from them, but they can be given as gifts to those 
the Durnlow deems worthy.” 


“Tt is one of the three guardian objects of Alusia,” said Alex. “It makes sense 
that it would be something as special as a Dumlow horn. I wonder what it 
sounds like. You know, when the true king blows it.” 


“T would not try to sound the Horn if I were you,” said Sindar. “If it makes no 
sound, we will think it a great joke, but if it plays a note, then what?” 


“Tt won’t play a note,” said Alex. 


“You do not know that for sure. Would you risk adding king to your already 
long list of titles?” 


In the end, Alex took Sindar’s advice and returned the Horn to his bag. He 
really didn’t think the Horn would sound for him, but he didn’t want to risk 
being called a king as well as a warrior, a wizard, and a dragon slayer. 


Winter held an icy grip on the land, but as time went on, there was little new 
snow. Alex knew that they would soon be able to leave the enchanted woods and 
continue their adventure, even if the temperature remained cold. Alex would be 
sad to leave the brownies, but he was also looking forward to meeting Whalen in 
Telous. 


One night, after another long feast, Tip came to their cottage. He was smiling, 
but even with his cheery face, he seemed sadder than Alex had ever seen him 
before. 

“Tt is time,” said Tip. “Winter is not over, but I think you will be able to travel 
south without too much trouble. Tomorrow I will lead you to your friends, and 
you can continue your adventure.” 

“We will be sorry to leave your village,” said Sindar. “You have been most 
kind to us and to our sleeping friends.” 

“Oh, it’s nothing.” Tip laughed. “We seldom have guests, and such excellent 
guests at that.” 

“Can we do anything to repay your kindness?” Alex asked. 

“You can keep your promise, which I’m sure you will,” Tip answered. “And 
if you get the chance, you might come and visit us again.” 

“Then we will hope for such a chance,” said Alex. “Though you will forgive 
us if we don’t bring such sleepy friends next time.” 

“Oh, of course,” said Tip. “Now I’ll let you get some sleep, and tomorrow we 


will be on our way.” 


Tip left Alex and Sindar alone, but they didn’t feel like talking. They had 
agreed on the story they would tell their friends and the answers they would give 
to any questions. They had asked each other about the story so many times that 
they both knew every detail by heart. They both hoped that the story would 
satisfy their three sleeping friends. 


Alex went to bed, and as he was falling asleep, he heard Sindar humming 
softly to himself in the darkness. 


Chapter Fourteen 


Awakening 


The next morning was full of mixed feelings for Alex and Sindar. The 
brownies made a great fuss over saying good-bye and wishing them good luck. 
None of the brownies would accept any kind of gift, laughing whenever Alex or 
Sindar offered. Alex thought it strange that the brownies would be so helpful and 
yet so unwilling to receive anything in return. He thought there was a good 
lesson in their ways, but he knew that few people would see it. 


Tip led Alex and Sindar through the woods for most of the day, but there was 
little talk as they went along. Dozens of brownies accompanied them, and when 
the group stopped for the night, the brownies took care of setting up camp, and 
before long they were all sitting around the fire, eating. 


After they had eaten, Sindar told a story about an adventure he had been on, 
but Alex wasn’t listening. His mind was already racing ahead, thinking of the 
dangers they might still have to face as they returned to Alusia. He had thought 
that finding the Horn would be the hardest part of the adventure, but now he 
worried that returning it to the rightful king might be harder still. 


They continued walking all the next day, and as night was falling, they came 
to a large meadow. Alex and Sindar spotted their three friends lying in the soft 
grass at the edge of the meadow. They looked as if they were sound asleep, but 
otherwise quite normal. 

“In the morning I will tell you how to wake them,” said Tip. “Then we will 
leave you, and you can wake your friends and go on your way.” 

“Where is the road back across the frozen waste?” asked Sindar. 

“If you leave this meadow at the far end, you will come across the road very 
soon,” Tip answered, pointing. “You might have trouble traveling through the 
frozen waste, but if you continue south, you will be safe enough.” 

“You have been so kind to us, is there nothing we can do to repay you?” Alex 
asked once more. 

“Oh, no,” said Tip in a serious tone. “You have already repaid us by letting us 
help you.” 

“As you wish then,” said Alex with a bow. 

“Now, come my friends,” said Tip. “One last feast before we part.” 


Alex and Sindar followed Tip back to the campfire and the feast, leaving their 
friends to sleep. When they had finished feasting, Alex put on a bit of a show for 
his friends. He conjured several large weir lights and sent them rocketing into 
the night sky like fireworks. When the lights began to look like stars, he would 
have them burst into dozens of smaller lights that fell slowly, fading just before 
they touched the ground. The brownies were all delighted by Alex’s show and 
cheered and clapped well into the night. 


“We will be tired in the morning if you don’t stop soon. Our friends have 
rested for months,” said Sindar. “If we do not rest, they may leave us behind on 
the frozen waste.” 


Alex nodded, and sent one last light into the sky, which burst into a rain of 
gold and silver sparks as big as coins. 


The next morning the brownies said their last good-byes to Alex and Sindar, 
still cheerful and as full of joy as always. When the last of the brownies 
disappeared into the woods, Tip turned to look at Alex and Sindar. 

“Now, to wake your friends,” said Tip. “All that you need to do is sprinkle a 
little water on their faces, like a soft rain. They will wake up and remember 
everything up to the time they went to sleep on the mountain.” 

“You have our thanks,” said Sindar, as he and Alex bowed to Tip. 


Tip simply waved his hand at them, and then followed the other brownies into 
the woods, vanishing from sight. 

Alex and Sindar took out some water and woke their friends from their long 
sleep. 

“How did we get here>?” Andy questioned, sitting up and looking around in 
confusion. “And where is Val?” 

“What happened on the mountain?” Halfdan demanded, wiping his face. 

“Did you find the Horn?” Bregnest asked in concern. 


“We will explain everything,” said Sindar. “And yes, Alex has recovered the 
Horn of Moran.” 


The story of how Alex and Sindar had gotten the company to the enchanted 
woods was a good one, but Halfdan continued to ask what they had been doing 
while stuck there. Bregnest was worried about how much time they had spent in 
the woods and kept asking how soon they would be able to move. It took some 
time for everything to be explained, and it was nearly midday before the entire 
story was told. 


“So the evil was with Val?” Bregnest asked sadly. 


“He carried it with him for a long time,” said Alex, choosing his words 
carefully. “He said something about having met the evil on his last adventure.” 


“The fault is mine,” said Bregnest. “I asked him to join the company. It is my 
honor alone that will be touched by this.” 


“Not so,” Sindar said. “You could not have known. The evil was well-hidden. 
Even I was fooled and blinded by it, and that is much harder to do than you may 
think.” 


“Still, the choice was mine,” said Bregnest. “I have lost at least part of my 
honor.” 


“Sindar is correct,” said Alex. “The evil fooled us all. It is darker and more 
clever than you can believe. Even I, a wizard, did not see it until it was almost 
too late.” 


Bregnest nodded, but said nothing. 


“It has all turned out well,” said Halfdan. “The evil was defeated, the treasure 
recovered, and our goal accomplished.” 


“To blame yourself for this is foolish,” added Andy. 
“T was leader,” said Bregnest. “I chose Val, and I alone must take the blame.” 


“Enough,” said Alex in a stern tone that seemed to shock his friends. “Yes, 
Bregnest, you are the leader of this company, but there is no blame to be taken. 
This evil was far beyond your abilities to see, and I won’t hear any more about a 
loss of honor. The quest has been completed, or almost, and the honor for its 
success is yours. You may have chosen Val—but you chose the rest of us as 
well.” 


Even Alex was surprised by his sudden outburst, but he felt that he’d said 
what needed to be said. Bregnest stopped talking about his loss of honor, and the 
others all looked at Alex in surprise. 


“Now then,” Alex said in a softer tone. “We have a long march across the 
frozen waste and a treasure to divide. I think the treasure should wait until later, 
but for now, I will deliver the Horn of Moran to you, Bregnest, for safekeeping.” 

Alex retrieved the Horn from his magic bag, and, bowing, he offered it to 
Bregnest. Bregnest seemed hesitant to take it, but after a moment, he accepted it 
from Alex with a low bow. 

“The honor of the Horn’s recovery is yours, my friend,” replied Bregnest. 
“Though I will carry it as you ask.” 


“T recovered it only because you chose me to come on this adventure,” said 
Alex. “So if my honor grows, so does yours.” 


Bregnest nodded and after a moment, cleared his throat. “Alex is right, the 
treasure from the tower can wait until we have crossed the frozen waste,” he 
said, sounding like his old self. 


Without any more talk they started off into the frozen waste. They all knew 
how long and hard their march would be, but there was little doubt about the 
success of their adventure. 

As they made camp that first night, Alex retrieved Halfdan’s pot from his 
magic bag and held it out for his friend to take. “I almost forgot to give this back 
to you.” 

Halfdan looked stunned and was unable to say anything for several seconds. 
“How?” he finally managed. “It was broken beyond repair.” 

“T had time to study my magic over the winter while you were sleeping, and I 
found a way to repair it,” Alex answered. 

Halfdan gently rubbed the iron pot, his eyes filled with wonder. 

Alex was pleased that he could give Halfdan something so simple, yet which 
meant more to his friend than a pile of gold. 

The days in the frozen waste passed slowly, and it wasn’t until early on the 
fourteenth day that they reached the centaurs’ woods. 

Usel was waiting for them as they entered the woods, as if he had been 
expecting them. “We have seen fire on the frozen waste for many nights. We 
knew that this must mean your return.” 

“Our young wizard has been practicing his craft,’ replied Bregnest. “His 
abilities—” 

“One of your company is missing,” Usel interrupted. 

“Val was lost to evil,” said Bregnest, a dark look crossing his face. “Though it 
was an evil he chose and carried with him.” 

“Then he alone can answer for it,” Usel observed, and without another word, 
turned and led the company into the woods. 

When they reached the centaur village, they found that dozens of tables had 
been set up around a center table with an elaborate feast laid out for them. The 
centaurs all seemed much friendlier toward the company than they had been 
before, and this made Alex and his friends more relaxed as well. 


As the feast was coming to an end, Usel asked Bregnest if the company was 
prepared to make their promised payment. Bregnest said that they were. While 
the company collected the silver and emeralds that Usel had requested, Usel 
joined his counselors at a separate table. 


“You will each make payment for your own horse,” said Usel. “Though now 
that there is a horse without a rider, we will not hold you accountable for its 
care.” 


“T will make the payment for the extra horse,” said Bregnest. “As leader of 
this company, it is my duty and honor to do so.” 

“As you wish,” said Usel, bowing slightly. 

Usel called each of the company forward in turn, and he and his counselors 
accepted the payments. The centaurs all bowed as payment was made and 
thanked each member of the company. Bregnest and the rest of them thanked the 
centaurs in turn for the excellent care their horses had received. 


“I suppose you’!l want to go south as soon as possible,” said Usel. 


“We would be honored to remain in your woods if time permitted,” said 
Bregnest. “But we have already been on this adventure longer than I thought we 
would be.” 


“Then in the morning you shall depart. But tonight, will you share your story 
with us?” 
“Gladly,” answered Bregnest. 


That night Alex and his friends sat around a large fire with Usel and his 
counselors. Bregnest told most of their tale, though Sindar told the parts after the 
company had been attacked in front of the Tower of the Moon. Alex noticed that 
Usel had a strange look on his face when Sindar told about their stay in the 
enchanted woods, as though he heard more than was being said. Usel made no 
comments, however, and seemed to accept the story as Sindar told it. 


Later that night, as his companions slept, Alex got up and walked away from 
their camp. He was troubled, thinking about Val and what had happened to him. 
He wanted to ask Bregnest if Val had an heir, but he didn’t want Bregnest to start 
blaming himself for Val’s evil again. 

“Are you in need of something?” a voice questioned from the darkness. 

“No, I am not,” said Alex, looking up at Usel. “I’m just restless and have too 
many thoughts to sleep.” 

“T understand. You are concerned about your friend, Bregnest, and about the 


adventurer who was lost.” 

“Yes, I am. Bregnest believes it is his fault that Val was lost.” 

“But surely you have spoken to him about this. He cannot doubt your word 
that he is not to blame.” 

“T don’t know,” Alex replied thoughtfully. “Perhaps he doesn’t doubt what 
we’ve said, or even really feel that he is to blame. But I know he feels that his 
honor has been damaged.” 

“So it has,” said Usel in a kind and understanding voice. “For when any man 
does evil, it damages the honor of all.” 

“True,” Alex agreed. “Bregnest, however, feels this loss of honor more keenly 
than the rest of us.” 

“He is a man of deep feeling and thought. I think, in time, he will see that his 
honor has not been damaged greatly.” 

“T hope so. He is a good man, and my friend.” 

“You think a great deal of your friends,” Usel said softly. “Such friendship 
speaks well of a man, and may well increase the honor that he holds so dear.” 

“You speak wisely, Usel. I wish we could remain with your people for a time. 
I would like to learn more of your wisdom.” 

Usel nodded his head slowly, but did not reply. For a long time Alex and the 
centaur simply stood in the dark woods, gazing into the night sky. As the moon 
was sinking into the trees, Usel suggested that Alex get some sleep. Alex agreed 
even though he wasn’t tired. He thanked Usel for his kindness and quietly made 
his way back to his blankets. 

In the morning, after they had eaten and said their good-byes to Usel and his 
people, their horses were brought to them. Shahree was eager to be on the road 
again, and she shook her head and stomped her hoof impatiently. Alex noticed 
that Val’s horse was with the others, and he wondered what would become of it. 

“The horse is yours, Alex,” said Bregnest. “You defeated the evil, and the 
horse belongs to you now. Also, the treasure that Val offered you in the tower is 
yours to keep or give away as you please.” 

“Did Val have an heir or any family?” Alex asked in a hopeful tone. 

“None that I know of,” Bregnest answered. “I will check with Mr. Clutter 
when we return to Telous, if you wish. Or you might ask the bag maker.” 

Alex nodded and took the reins of Val’s horse in his hands. The horse was a 
kind-looking animal, dark brown with a black mane and tail. Alex wondered 


what he would do with the horse, but then he thought of the reward for the 
Horn’s return—a thousand Alusian horses—and shook his head. It seemed that 
he would have many horses to deal with, once they reached Alusia. 


Usel and the other centaurs waved good-bye as they rode into the woods, and 
they were soon lost to sight in the maze of trees. 


Alex and his friends continued forward without talking, each of them thinking 
his own thoughts, and all of them relieved to be heading south once more. 


The winter days were short, and the weather remained cold as they traveled. It 
sometimes snowed a little at night, but never enough to slow them down for 
long. Alex continued to send messages to Whalen, though not as many as he had 
before. He had finished studying the books Whalen had sent him at the end of 
his first adventure, and now he was looking through the books of the upper 
library. He decided he’d ask the bag maker to modify his library to expand as 
needed. 


It wasn’t long before the company was back in the valley where they had first 
seen the goblins. It was midday, and there was no sign that goblins had been 
using the valley since the last time they had been here. They hurried on, 
however, not wanting to linger so close to the place where their adventure had 
nearly come to an end. 


“How much time do you think we have left?” Alex asked that night as they 
sat around their campfire. 


“If all goes well, we should reach Alusia well before the spring festival,” 
Bregnest answered. “The road from Athanor to the arch took me nearly three 
weeks, so it will probably take us three weeks to return to Athanor with the 
Horn. And once we get there, we may still have trouble reaching the king. If 
Kappa has men watching the road with orders to stop us, things could become 
difficult.” 


“TIl be glad to get to Alusia,” Halfdan commented. “Don’t remember what 
it’s like to be properly warm.” 

“We can travel across the country if we have to,” Sindar said to Bregnest, 
ignoring Halfdan’s comment. “We will fight our way there if we must.” 

“Let’s hope we don’t have to fight our way from the arch to Athanor,” 
Bregnest replied. “We won’t know anything until we get to Alusia, so it’s 
pointless to worry now.” 

They continued south along the road to Ollvi, meeting no trouble as they 


traveled. Bregnest seemed more relaxed than he had been, but he still urged the 
company forward as much as possible. Alex knew that Bregnest’s concern was 
for his cousin, and he could understand his desire to hurry. 


They reached Ollvi just after midday. They found rooms at the same inn 
where they had stayed before, and then gathered in the main bar to talk. Bregnest 
thought they should move on early in the morning, but their discussion was cut 
short by the arrival of Tom Cain. 


“Master Taylor,” said Tom. “I heard that you and your friends had returned. I 
have come to invite you and your company to join my family for your evening 
meal.” 


“You are most kind. However, such a request should be made to our 
company’s leader,” replied Alex, motioning to Bregnest. 


Tom seemed confused, but he soon recovered. “Sir,” he said to Bregnest. 
“Would you be so kind as to honor us?” 


“The honor is ours,” said Bregnest. “My company and I will be pleased to 
join you.” 

Tom, in his excitement, bowed several times before making his way out of the 
inn. Bregnest chuckled slightly at Tom’s behavior and then returned his attention 
to the company. 


“Well,” said Bregnest, “a fine meal tonight and the road again tomorrow.” 


That evening, Alex and Andy led the company to the Cain house. They were 
both pleased to see that the house looked much better than it had the last time 
they were in Ollvi. Tom had obviously spent a fair amount of his father’s gold to 
restore the house to its former glory, and he had done a good job of it. 


The Cain family greeted the company at the front door of the house, and Mrs. 
Cain led them into a large dining room where an excellent meal had been 
prepared for them. At Mrs. Cain’s request, Bregnest told them the story of how 
Jonathan Cain’s bag had been recovered. Alex listened to Bregnest’s retelling of 
the story, both pleased and relieved that his own part in it had not grown with 
time. After Bregnest had finished the tale, Alex asked Tom how his family was 
getting along. 

“T have managed to regain quite a bit of what my family once owned,” said 
Tom. “If I could buy some horses for our southern fields, I think we may begin 
to see some profits.” 


“Are horses hard to find here in Ollvi?” Alex questioned. 


“They are not so common as they once were,” Tom answered. “I was hoping 
to breed horses, but the cost here in Ollvi is high. I suppose I’ll have to buy at 
least one and ride to Oslansk, or maybe even further south, to get a better price.” 

“What price do people here ask for horses?” Alex asked. 

“If you can find a horse for sale, which is rare, the price is at least fifty gold 
coins, usually more. Those who own horses seldom sell them, and so they can 
demand whatever price they desire.” 

“But you need a horse,” said Alex. 

“T do,” answered Tom, a slightly confused look on his face. 

“Well, you never know, something may turn up.” 

After they had finished their meal and thanked Mrs. Cain for her kindness, the 
company returned to the inn. After his friends had gone to bed, Alex sat down at 
a table and wrote a short letter to Tom. He explained that the horse was a gift 
from the company, a thank you for having them all to dinner. Once he finished 
the note, he went to find the innkeeper. Alex quickly explained what he wanted 
the innkeeper to do, and the innkeeper seemed to be pleased with Alex’s plan 
and accepted the letter for Tom Cain. When Alex offered to pay, the innkeeper 
refused, but bowed to Alex, saying that it was his honor to help. 

The next morning, as they prepared to leave, Alex didn’t saddle Val’s horse. 
Halfdan was quick to question Alex about it, and he seemed stunned by Alex’s 
answer. 

“What do you mean you’re leaving it here?” 

“A small gift to a friend,” Alex answered with a grin. 

“But this horse has great value here in Ollvi,” Sindar commented. “You could 
sell it for a high price.” 

“Perhaps,” said Alex. “However, he reminds me too much of Val, and I would 
like to leave that memory behind. Besides, I’m sure he’ll have a good home with 
the Cain family.” 

“You’ll give away all you have one of these days,” said Andy with a laugh. 

“That would take some doing,” Alex answered. 


Chapter Fifteen 


Otho’s Wish 


The trip from Ollvi to Oslansk was cold, and for the most part, uneventful. 
On the third day, Alex received a short message from Whalen saying that he 
would not be in Telous when Alex and the company returned from Norsland, but 
that he felt sure he would be there after their trip to Alusia. 

Alex tried hard not to show his disappointment at learning his meeting with 
Whalen would be delayed by at least six weeks. He wanted to meet Whalen 
face-to-face as soon as possible. 

A few days before they reached Oslansk, Andy suggested that they stay in the 
city for at least a week. He said something about needing a good long rest in a 
nice warm city, but he didn’t sound very convincing to anyone. 

“Lilly and Indigo don’t have another sister, do they?” Halfdan asked 
suspiciously. 

“As a matter of fact, they do,” said Andy, turning bright red. 

“And I suppose she is as pretty as both of her sisters,” said Sindar. 

“Well, she is rather pretty,” Andy admitted. “But we’re only friends, and that 
has nothing to do with my wanting to spend some time in the city.” 

The entire company burst into laughter at Andy’s denial, and Andy was soon 
beet red, but laughing as well. 

“Perhaps we should ride south now and avoid Oslansk all together,” Halfdan 
suggested. 

“I think the sooner we get Andy away from here, the better off he’ll be,” 
Bregnest added with a slight chuckle. 

“Every man has a right to fall in love,” said Sindar. 

“T think Andy will be safe enough. As long as we keep an eye on him,” Alex 
commented. “Besides, I think I may have some business to take care of in 
Oslansk as well.” 

“What business is that?” Bregnest questioned, turning to look at Alex. 

“Oh, nothing of great importance,” said Alex. “I’d like to check on Skeld and 
Tayo. I’m afraid they may be itching for another adventure, and I might be able 
to cure them, at least for a little while.” 


For the rest of the evening they joked and told stories and tried not to think 
about the danger that waited for them in Alusia. Halfdan kept insisting that he 
wasn’t going to let Andy out of his sight when they reached Oslansk, no matter 
what Andy said. 

“Next thing you know, he’ll be talking about retirement,’ complained 
Halfdan as they all rolled into their blankets. “He’s far to young for that.” 

They reached Oslansk the next day at sunset. Once again, the guards waved 
them into the city without questions. Andy suggested they stay at the Dragon’s 
Keep as it was by far the nicest tavern in Oslansk. Bregnest agreed, and Andy 
led them through the streets to the tavern. 

The company had only just finished ordering their evening meal when Skeld 
and Tayo arrived at the tavern. They were both happy to see their friends again 
and keenly interested in how their adventure was going. 

“But wait,” said Tayo suddenly, his smile fading. “Where is Val?” 

“He is lost,” Bregnest answered in a troubled tone. 

Bregnest reluctantly agreed, after some persuasion, that Alex and Sindar 
could tell the story of what happened at the Tower of the Moon. Alex didn’t 
really want to tell the story, so he let Sindar explain things to his friends. 

“Tt is a sad thing that Val brought this evil on himself,’ Tayo commented, 
looking at Bregnest. 

“And sadder still that he refused to give it up, once Alex had caught him,” 
Skeld added. 

“He was deceived,” Alex said softly. “The shadow has great power and can 
tempt even the strongest of men to do evil.” 

“But you were not tempted by it,” said Tayo confidently. 

“Not this time,” said Alex. “But this is not the first time we have met.” 

“What? When have you met this shadow before?” Bregnest asked in surprise. 

“In Vargland,” said Alex, looking at Bregnest. “That night at the ruins of 
Aunk. I did not recognize the shadow then, but it was there.” 

“Ah, but you defeated its plans then, and you have done so again,” said 
Halfdan. 

“Yes,” Alex agreed. “But I fear it will try to tempt me again. It is not 
vanquished or destroyed.” 

“Enough,” said Bregnest so suddenly that they all looked at him in surprise. 


“You had the victory then, Alex, and you have had another now. We do not know 
what the future holds, so let us not be troubled by it.” 

“Quite right,” Sindar added. 

The conversation soon turned to other matters, and Alex was glad that it did. 
He didn’t like thinking about the shadow and its tempting words, or the terrible 
cold he felt inside himself both times he had fought it. 

“You’ll be staying for a few days then?” Skeld questioned, winking at Andy. 

Alex noticed that Andy blushed slightly, but he said nothing. 

“We thought to move on quickly,” said Bregnest. “We must still complete our 
adventure, and we have little time to waste.” 

“A few days won’t make a great difference,” said Tayo. “And besides, you 
must dine with us at both of our houses before you leave.” 

“He’s right, of course,” Skeld added. “Lilly and Indigo will skin us alive if 
you don’t.” 

“Very well,” said Bregnest. “We will remain for three days and leave the 
morning of the fourth. On the third night, however, I will host a banquet to repay 
your kindness.” 

“Then tomorrow you will dine at my house,” said Skeld. 

“He won the toss,” said Tayo. “We flipped a coin before coming to see you.” 

Skeld and Tayo remained with the company until it was late, talking and 
laughing and telling bits of stories from past adventures. As they were leaving, 
they promised to return the next day at four hours past midday to lead the 
company to Skeld’s house. Alex and his friends made their way to bed that night 
looking forward to at least a few happy days in Oslansk. 

The next morning Bregnest was busy arranging for a feast. Halfdan and 
Sindar had decided to look around the city together, and Andy said he’d go with 
Alex to visit Elwig the dwarf. 

Elwig was delighted to see Alex again and instantly started showing him the 
items he’d made from the true silver that Alex had left with him. Alex was 
pleased to see everything, but he had other thoughts on his mind. While Andy 
was busy looking around the shop, Alex pulled Elwig aside for a quiet word. 

“T have another bargain for you,” said Alex. 

“Anything at all,” Elwig agreed. 

“T would like you to make six more brooches, exactly like the last two,” said 


Alex in a lowered tone so Andy wouldn’t overhear him. “Don’t set a stone for 
the dragon’s eye, though, as I don’t know which stones will be required.” 


“T can make them as you desire, but it will take time,” said Elwig, matching 
Alex’s low tone. 


“That is all right. I will be leaving the city soon, so please hold the brooches 
until I send for them,” Alex said. “If you will do this for me, and set the eye of 
each dragon when I ask for it, I will provide you with the true silver to do the 
job.” 

“T will do as you ask,” Elwig said with a bow. “And if I cross the wall before 
you require these brooches, my heir will hold them for you.” 

“You are most kind,” said Alex. “As payment for your work and your holding 
of these items, you shall keep the remainder of the true silver I give you.” Alex 
produced another large bag of true silver from his magic bag and put it in 
Elwig’s hands. 

“Again, you are too generous, Master Taylor,” Elwig said. “Your payment is 
too great, even if my family must hold these things for a thousand years.” 

“I will not take no for an answer,” said Alex. 

“Very well then,” said Elwig, bowing. “It shall be as you request. And a 
blessing on you for your kindness.” 

His business finished, Alex joined Andy near the back of the shop. Andy said 
he was looking for a present to give to Lilly and Indigo’s youngest sister, Kate. 
Alex smiled, but decided not to tease Andy about it—at least not until they were 
on the road again. 

Andy soon found a brooch that was to his liking, and Alex was not surprised 
when Elwig asked a surprisingly low price for it. 

“Your friend has been such a good customer and so generous that you deserve 
a discount,” said Elwig when Andy asked about the price. 

“Halfdan will be angry with me,” said Alex as he and Andy left Elwig’s shop. 

“He should have come along then,” said Andy. “After all, I thought he said he 
wasn’t going to let me out of his sight while we were here.” 

They both laughed as they started back toward the Dragon’s Keep. As they 
walked, Alex asked Andy how serious he was about Kate. Andy blushed and 
explained that he wasn’t ready to get married just yet. 

Suddenly Alex heard a voice he recognized and did not like. Holding his hand 
up so Andy would stop talking, he moved closer to the voice, listening. 


“Oh, they’re adventurers all right, but what does that mean?” Otho Longtree 
said loudly, a pompous tone to his voice. “They come back with stories about 
oracles and dragons and bandits, but how do we know the stories are true? For 
all we know, they may go off to a secret land where gold can be picked up like 
pebbles and diamonds like sand.” 


“T don’t think it’s as easy as that,” said a girl’s voice. 
“That’s Kate!” Andy whispered to Alex in surprise. 
Alex nodded and held up his hand again for Andy to remain silent. 


“You only believe the stories because you’re in love with Anders Goodseed,” 
Otho sneered. “I suppose you believe everything Andy and his little brother say. 
Well, let me tell you, I’ve seen this supposed wizard friend of theirs, and he 
looks like a very unpleasant fellow. Why, when he was here before, I confronted 
him but he couldn’t even do a simple magic trick.” 


As Otho spoke, Andy moved forward angrily, but Alex caught his arm and 
shook his head in warning. Otho’s words would have enraged him the last time 
he had been here, but now they didn’t bother him at all. They did, however, give 
him an idea. 

“And all this talk about the Oracle of the White Tower and dragons and all. 
Pl bet the Oracle is some old witch who lives in a cave, and the dragon was just 
a little lizard in the sun. And the company they keep—elves and dwarfs! Why, if 
I were Andy Goodseed, I’d wish to be anything—even an ox—instead of an 
adventurer.” 

Alex smiled at Andy and motioned for him to follow, but remain silent. They 
turned the corner and came face-to-face with Otho and his group of unfriendly 
looking companions. 

“Your wish is granted,” said Alex. 

“What?” said Otho, turning to see who had spoken. 

“T said, your wish is granted.” 

Otho looked as if he was going to be sick, and the crowd of mostly young 
women all took several steps back. 

Alex tried to look grim, and with a wave of his hand and a small popping 
sound, he changed Otho Longtree into a fat and bewildered-looking ox. The 
entire crowd gasped, but Alex took no notice. 

“You there,” said Alex, pointing to one of Otho’s companions. “Run and tell 
this windbag’s father that his son’s wish has been granted.” 


The boy seemed unable to move. He simply stood where he was, looking at 
Alex, dumbfounded. 

“You two,” said Alex, pointing to two more of Otho’s companions. “Lead this 
fat animal home, as I don’t believe he has the brains to get there by himself. Tell 
his father that I’m staying at the Dragon’s Keep for the next few days. He can 
find me there if he wishes to discuss his son’s change of appearance. I can’t see 
why he would, however, as this seems a great improvement to me.” 

As soon as Alex finished speaking, he turned and walked away. The crowd 
parted in front of him, and Andy came running up behind him, a stunned look on 
his face. 

“I can’t...” Andy began, then stopped. “I can’t believe you did that.” 

“Tt’s better than he deserves,” Alex replied. 

“But his father—” 


“It’s time his father learned the truth about his son,” said Alex. “And if his 
father won’t see the truth, Pll have to leave Otho as he is.” 

“Yes, but...” Andy began and stopped again. 

Alex tried to look stern and wise as he met Andy’s eyes, and then they both 
burst into fits of laughter. 

That night, as they ate dinner at Skeld’s house, Andy kept looking at Alex and 
trying, unsuccessfully, to hide his chuckles with his napkin. 

“So,” said Skeld, trying to keep a straight face. “I understand you had a run-in 
with Otho Longtree today.” 

“A small one,” Alex replied. 

“Did you really turn that fat bully into an ox?” Skeld burst out suddenly, 
laughing so hard that tears came to his eyes. 

“Yes, I did,” said Alex in a serious tone, but he had a hard time keeping a 
straight face. 

“But his father is such a good man,” 
disapproving look. 


Lilly protested, giving Skeld a 


“So I have heard,” said Alex. “However, a father’s goodness will not excuse a 
son’s bad behavior.” 


“But surely you will change him back?” Indigo questioned. “I mean, he’s 
Osgood’s heir.” 


“T see that you are both concerned for Osgood Longtree and this tells me that 


the father is worthy of some consideration,” said Alex. “Rest easy. I have sent 
word to Osgood and told him if he wishes to discuss his son’s appearance, he can 
call on me at the Dragon’s Keep.” 


“Surely Osgood will come,” said Lilly. 


“T don’t know,” Tayo commented. “I think Otho might make a wonderful ox 
—once he’s had some training, that is.” 


Even Indigo and Lilly laughed at Tayo’s comment, but Alex could see they 
were both still concerned. As for his own feeling, Alex would be only too happy 
let Otho remain an ox for the rest of his days. He knew, however, that Osgood 
would come and he would have to tell him something, but he hadn’t decided 
what he would say. 


The next morning, shortly after the company had finished their breakfast, a 
sad-looking old man entered Dragon’s Keep. Alex watched him ask the 
innkeeper a question and saw the innkeeper point in his direction. 


“Do I have the honor of addressing Master Alexander Taylor?” the man asked 
nervously as he approached Alex. 


“You do,” Alex answered, bowing slightly. 


“I am Osgood Longtree, magistrate of Oslansk. I have come to discuss the... 
Well, the wish of my son, Otho.” 


“T would be honored to talk to you,” Alex replied, motioning for Osgood to 
take a seat. 


“T am told that Otho has in some way offended you, Master Taylor,” Osgood 
began, “and this is the reason for the, um, the change that has come over him.” 


“Master Longtree, I do not know what you have been told, so allow me tell 
you why I have changed your son into an ox. Had your son’s insults been 
directed at me alone, I would have let them pass with perhaps a warning.” 


“T am sorry if Otho has insulted you and your friends,” Osgood said quickly. 
“T’m sure that I can compensate you all for anything that Otho may have said or 
done. I’m sure—” 


Alex held up his hand, cutting off Osgood’s words. “My dear sir, I have heard 
nothing but good about you from everyone in this city, which makes my current 
task very difficult. You see, you are well-loved and none of your people wish to 
see you miserable. So now, as a stranger, I must inform you of what others will 
not.” 


“And what is that?” 


“T must tell you, sir, that your son is a pompous blowhard and a bully,” said 
Alex. “He is most unpopular in this city and is only tolerated because the people 
of this city hold you in such high regard.” 

“He is a bit headstrong, but I don’t think that—” Osgood began, and then 
stopped as Alex held up his hand again. 

“Sir, if you do not face the truth in this matter, I will be forced to leave Otho 
as he is. For too long the honor of the father has protected the son, and the son 
has dishonored the father.” 

“T see,” said Osgood, looking even sadder, though he no longer sounded quite 
as nervous. 

“T hope that you do,” said Alex. “Because I have heard so much good about 
you, I am prepared to change your son back to his natural form.” 

“Will you?” Osgood asked in a hopeful tone. 

“I will,” Alex answered. “However, I have some conditions I must insist on.” 

“Anything. I’m sure that Otho has learned his lesson and will do whatever 
you ask.” 

“Perhaps he has,” Alex allowed. “Unfortunately, I will only be in Oslansk for 
a few days, and he may return to his old ways once I am gone.” 

“T will not allow that,” said Osgood, in a tone that sounded like he meant it. 

“T am sure that you will not,” said Alex. “Now, for my conditions. I require a 
public apology from Otho. He has slandered myself and many of my friends, and 
worst of all, he has slandered the Oracle of the White Tower. After the public 
apology, he must take an oath before the people of this city that he will never 
speak against myself or my friends again.” 

“Of course,” Osgood agreed. “It is only right that he should make public 
amends for public insults.” 

“This may seem a simple thing to you, but you are a man of honor,” said 
Alex. “I am not so sure of Otho or his honor, so I have one more condition.” 

“And what is that?” 

“T require a written copy of his apology and oath. This written copy will be 
signed by Otho and witnessed by yourself and any others you may wish,” 
answered Alex. “It is to be kept on record here in Oslansk. If Otho ever breaks 
his oath, he is to be banished from this city—forever.” 

“Banishment seems a harsh punishment,” said Osgood in a sad and troubled 


tone. 

“Do you doubt your son’s ability to keep his oath?” 

“T must confess that I do,” answered Osgood. “I may have lived in darkness 
where my son is concerned, but I have not been completely blind.” 

“Then if not banishment, what would you suggest?” 

“T can think of nothing else that would keep Otho from breaking his word, 
except perhaps the threat of being turned back into an ox.” 

“The threat is there, but I will not be here to carry out such a punishment if it 
is needed,” said Alex. 

“Then it shall be as you ask,” Osgood agreed. “I see that you have considered 
this matter far more than I ever have.” 

“Perhaps, as a stranger, I can see things more clearly.” 

“T hope Otho has not put you off,” Osgood added. “I mean to say, that I hope 
you will return to our city in spite of my foolish son.” 

“T would like that very much,” said Alex. “I have many friends here in your 
city, and in Norsland as well.” 

“Then you will surely hear if Otho breaks his oath.” 

“T will,” said Alex. “A fact you may wish to remind Otho of from time to 
time.” 

“When would you like the apology and oath to take place, Master Taylor?” 

“Tomorrow, I think,” said Alex. “Talk this over with Otho; even as an ox he 
will be able to understand you. If he agrees to my demands, bring him to the 
square tomorrow, one hour before the midday meal.” 

“Tt shall be as you wish,” said Osgood. 

Alex and Osgood shook hands, and Alex thanked him for coming. Osgood 
was in much better spirits when he left the tavern than he had been when he 
arrived. Alex watched him go and hoped that this ordeal had not been too hard 
on the old magistrate. 

That night at dinner, Alex told everyone what Osgood had agreed to. Lilly 
and Indigo looked relieved, Tayo simply nodded, but it was Skeld who put into 
words what most of them were thinking. 

“You couldn’t leave him with a tail, could you?” Skeld chuckled. “Might do 
him some good, and—” 

Skeld’s words suddenly turned into a hacking cough as Lilly elbowed him 


sharply in the ribs. Alex grinned, glad to see that Skeld had met his match in 
Lilly. 

The next morning, the square in front of the Dragon’s Keep was overflowing 
with people. Alex guessed that most of the city had heard about what he had 
done to Otho, and they had all turned up to see him change Otho back into his 
normal self. Alex also guessed that most of the people wanted to hear Otho’s 
apology and oath. 

As Alex walked out of the tavern, the crowd parted in front of him. Osgood 
had arranged for a raised platform to be erected so everyone would be able to see 
Otho take his pledge. Alex was quick to notice that Andy was standing next to 
Kate in the crowd; she was wearing the brooch Andy had bought from Elwig. 


Osgood seemed to be in good spirits and greeted Alex like an old friend. 
Otho, the ox, was standing close by and looked as if he wanted to run away 
when Alex approached. Alex tried to look stern, leaning forward to speak to 
Otho in a lowered voice. 


“Pm only changing you back because of your father,” Alex said firmly. “If I 
ever hear that you’ve dishonored him in any way, or broken the oath you take 
today, I will return and change you into something far worse than an ox.” 


Alex stood up and focused his thoughts. He had never actually changed a 
human before, or at least not this way, and he was hoping for Osgood’s sake that 
he could do it. With a wave of his hand and a loud popping noise, Otho suddenly 
appeared where the ox had been standing. 


As soon as the change happened, Otho took several steps away from Alex, 
stumbling and falling backward into a water trough. The crowd roared with 
laughter, but Alex was unmoved. He simply indicated that Otho should proceed 
to the raised platform to make his apology and take his oath, dripping wet. 


Once the conditions Alex had insisted on had been fulfilled, Osgood came 
forward and shook Alex’s hand again. Alex bowed to Osgood and thanked him 
for everything he had done. Osgood turned to his son, who, because it wasn’t yet 
springtime in Norsland, was covered in a growing layer of ice. 

“Come,” Osgood commanded. “We have a great deal to talk about.” 
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A pity,” said Skeld, stepping up beside Alex. “He did make a fine-looking 
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Ox. 
“Don’t insult oxen,” Alex answered. 
That night they had their farewell feast, which Bregnest had arranged for. 


They all joked and talked as they ate, but there was a bit of sadness mixed with 
the laughter. When the feast was over, there were many sad good-byes to be said. 
Alex noticed that Andy said his good-byes quickly and left the inn in a hurry. He 
knew that Andy had another good-bye to make, and he felt happy for his friend. 

They left Oslansk the next morning as planned, and Alex was happy to see 
that almost everyone they passed in the streets waved and wished them good 
luck. He liked Oslansk, and he hoped that he would be able to return here 
someday. 


Chapter Sixteen 


Alusia 


The journey back to the great arch was a short one, and the company 
remained in good spirits as they traveled. Bregnest told them that they would be 
staying in Telous for three days, once they’d left Norsland, so he could arrange 
for them to travel to Alusia. Plus, that would give them time to divide the 
treasure from the Tower of the Moon. 


Alex was pleased with the short stay. He wanted to find out if Val had an heir 
or any family as soon as he could. 

They arrived in Telous in time for their midday meal, and after they had 
eaten, Bregnest hurried off to arrange for their journey to Alusia. Alex and his 
friends had the afternoon unexpectedly free, and Alex visited the bag maker in 
order to modify his library to expand as needed. He also added a second treasure 
room to his bag. Sadly, he also learned that the bag maker didn’t know about any 
heir to Val’s bag. 

That night the company ate together at the Golden Swan, and Bregnest looked 
grim as they took their seats. Bregnest told them that he had received word that 
the situation in Athanor had grown worse. 

“There have been some fights in the streets, and several disputes about land 
rights, but no open fighting,” Bregnest explained. “Not yet.” 

“We can’t move any faster,” Halfdan observed. “But we have recovered the 
Horn and that will prove your kinsman’s right to be king.” 

“It may be beyond the Horn’s power to do so now,” Bregnest answered 
grimly. “It seems that open war is not far off in Athanor.” 

“Then we will aid your kinsman in retaining his crown,” said Sindar. “We are 
still in his service and will defend him and his throne if we must.” 

They all agreed with Sindar’s words and pledged to defend the rightful king 
of Athanor, whatever the cost. Bregnest did not comment, but he nodded his 
understanding of their pledge, a grateful expression on his face. 

After they had finished their meal, Alex followed Bregnest to a large room at 
the back of the tavern. He retrieved the treasure he had taken from the Tower of 
the Moon, which he had already sorted, and then bowed to Bregnest. 

“A sizable treasure,” Bregnest commented, looking around the room. “I see 


how most of your winter in the enchanted woods was spent.” 


“There was little else to do,” said Alex. “I thought it might save time, and I 
was looking for the Horn anyway. I’m sure you will want to check my sorting, 
however, as I may have miscounted.” 


“Nonsense. I am sure you have sorted fairly. In the morning, I will divide the 
shares.” 


Alex wanted to say something hopeful, but the possibility of war in Athanor 
had him worried. This adventure had seemed so simple when he’d first heard 
about it, but it wasn’t just about returning the Horn—not anymore. Now it 
looked as if he and his friends would have to help fight in a real war. 


And if war started in Athanor, there was no telling where it might spread to. It 
had to be stopped before it got out of hand. 


In the morning, before the others woke, Alex took some time to write to 
Whalen about the possible war and his fears that it might spread. He mentioned 
his own pledge to defend the rightful king of Athanor and explained that he 
knew that it was not required for adventurers to defend the people who were 
paying for their adventure, but that this felt like the right thing to do. 

After breakfast, Bregnest led the company to the back room where the 
treasure waited. 


“There are seven piles of treasure, as our agreement called for,” said 
Bregnest. “One for each of the company who signed the agreement, and one for 
the finder of the Horn. Since Alex was the one who found the Horn, these two 
piles are for him.” Bregnest pointed to the two stacks closest to Alex. 


They all cheered until Bregnest held up his hands for quiet. 


“The pile for Val must be decided on,” said Bregnest, his tone changing. “As 
Alex and Sindar have twice saved us on this adventure, I say the pile should be 
divided between them. Do any disagree with this decision?” 


The company remained silent and Bregnest nodded after a moment. 


“Then the treasure is divided,” said Bregnest, smiling for the first time in 
several days. “We should store our treasures and then prepare to ride to Alusia.” 

They cheered once more and started storing their treasure as fast as they 
could. 

They were on the road to the great arch less than an hour later, leaving Telous 
a day earlier than planned. They rode at a gallop, hoping to make the journey to 
Athanor in as short a time as possible. Things may have changed in Alusia, but 


they were ready to do whatever they had to do in order to make their adventure a 
success. 


Alex hoped that Whalen would reply to his last message soon, and maybe 
offer some advice about how to deal with the situation in Alusia. Whalen’s home 
was in Alusia after all, and Alex thought he might know a great deal about both 
Bregnest’s cousin and the family that was causing problems in Athanor. 


When they reached the great arch, the company paused for a hurried meal. 
They said little, though Andy and Halfdan did try to cheer up Bregnest from 
time to time. He accepted their attempts in a good-natured way, but Alex could 
tell that his friend’s thoughts were already miles ahead of them, worrying about 
what they might find at the end of the journey. 


As they rode through the great arch, Alex found that he instantly liked Alusia. 
The land was made up of gently rolling hills and the air smelled fresh and clean. 
Tall grass waved in the gentle breeze, looking like a vast green sea. Clusters of 
tall oak trees dotted the grasslands and the hilltops, adding a darker shade of 
green to the view. The temperature was warm, but not too warm; it felt like a 
pleasant spring day. 

“Ts the weather always like this?” Alex asked. 


“For the most part,” answered Bregnest. “In high summer it is not so green 
and in the winter it rains most days.” 


“And the temperature remains so agreeable?” Andy questioned. 


“Tt is a little colder in winter,” answered Bregnest. “Though it is never as cold 
as Norsland in spring. It seldom snows here, except in the far north and south.” 


They continued until it was too dark to see more than a few yards in any 
direction. They set up their camp quietly, and Bregnest asked Alex to conjure a 
cooking fire for them. There were no stories or jokes that night. A harsh but 
determined mood settled over them. 


The next day, as they moved forward once again, Alex’s worries began to 
grow. Whalen had not written back to him since his last letter, which was odd. 
Surely Whalen would be as worried as Alex was and want to do anything to 
prevent a war in Athanor. 


“We still have almost three weeks before we reach Athanor,” Alex whispered 
to himself. “Whalen will write back soon, I’m sure of it.” 

The days seemed to pass slowly despite their attempts to move as fast as 
possible. They were all becoming as tense and nervous as Bregnest was. Alex 


tried to calm his worries by imagining Whalen turning up in Athanor and setting 
things right in the nick of time. These thoughts were of some comfort, but the 
need to hurry still pressed in on him. 


Early on the morning of their tenth day in Alusia, Alex and his friends crested 
the top of a large hill and saw trouble. 


“Bandits,” Bregnest said angrily. “They have surrounded a company on that 
small hill.” 


“The company are adventurers,” said Sindar, shading his eyes from the sun. 
“T count seven standing. One down.” 


“The bandits have taken their horses,” said Bregnest without replying to 
Sindar’s comment. “See there—away from the group—some of the bandits are 
waiting with the horses.” 


“We must assist the adventurers,” said Halfdan, pulling his ax from his belt. 
“We are honor bound to give them aid, as you well know.” 


“But how best to do that?” Bregnest questioned. “If we attempt to save them, 
we may lose their horses. Or do we try to recapture the horses and then save the 
party?” 

“I have an idea,” said Sindar. 

“Explain,” said Bregnest. 


“Bregnest, you go with Halfdan and Andy to recover the horses,” said Sindar, 
still looking toward the encircled company. “Alex and I will attack the bandits 
around the hill. The magic of our swords will scare them, and I think they will 
try to flee. If they do, they will most likely flee in your direction.” 

“Where we will be waiting for them,” said Halfdan in a grim tone. 

“And Alex and I will be behind them, pressing them forward to their doom,” 
Sindar added. 

“Very well,” said Bregnest. “We have no time to make other plans. Come, 
Halfdan, Andy, we will ride behind this hill and take the bandits holding the 
horses from behind.” 

“Alex and I will ride the opposite way in order to reach the hill unobserved,” 
said Sindar. 

The group split up without another word, and Alex and Sindar made their 
way along the back side of the hill, moving closer to the bandits. They had more 
than a mile to go before they could launch their attack, so they moved as fast as 
they could. It wasn’t long before they entered a cluster of large oak trees only a 


few hundred feet from the attacking bandits. 


“They are not goblins, but they are just as evil,” said Sindar, looking at Alex 
and drawing his scimitars. 


“Then they will fear us as goblins do, or they will never fear anything again,” 
said Alex, pulling Moon Slayer from his side. 


Alex and Sindar charged out of the trees, yelling like wild men. 


The bandits spotted them before they had covered half the distance between 
the trees and the hill, and they let out several loud yells of their own. 


The power of Moon Slayer filled Alex as he charged forward, riding Shahree 
into battle. Shahree moved so fast that the bandits nearest the trees had no time 
to run or fight before Alex had cut them down. 


The bandits, as Sindar predicted, wheeled their horses away, breaking into a 
run as they tried to escape. Alex and Sindar pursued the bandits without slowing, 
hacking them down from behind as they went. 


When Alex had fought the goblins, he had been filled with rage and the desire 
to destroy, but now there was only the heat from the magic sword, and his desire 
to do what had to be done. 


The fleeing bandits came to a sudden stop, turning and screaming madly at 
each other. Bregnest, Halfdan, and Andy blocked their path; there was no easy 
escape. Several of the bandits charged forward toward Bregnest and the others, 
preferring to take their chances there rather than face Sindar and Alex. The fight 
was short and bloody, and few of the bandits made it out alive. 


The last three bandits, having been knocked off their horses, dropped their 
weapons and fell to the ground. Alex jumped from his saddle, his sword at the 
ready. There was no sorrow or pity in his mind as he advanced on the three evil 
creatures before him, only a need to finish this work. 


“Alex, no!” yelled Sindar sharply, rushing forward to block Alex’s path. 


Alex paused and looked at Sindar in confusion. Sindar had put away his 
swords, and Alex could see that their magic was already fading. 

“They have surrendered, Alex,” said Sindar. “They have given up and are 
begging for mercy.” 

“And would they have shown mercy if we had not arrived?” Alex asked, the 
power of his magic sword flowing through his veins like fire. 

“No,” Sindar answered honestly. “But they have no honor, and we do.” 

Alex paused, thinking about Sindar’s words but still wanting to finish what 


he’d begun. He knew that Sindar would not try to stop him from killing these 
three bandits, but he also knew that Sindar was right. 


Alex stepped away from the bandits, returning Moon Slayer to his side. The 
heat began to fade as soon as he let go of the sword, and he was glad that it did. 
He had nearly killed three unarmed men who were begging for mercy, and, while 
they were bandits, it still would have been a dishonorable thing to do. 

“Bind them,” Bregnest said to Halfdan. “We will deliver them to those they 
attacked.” 

Halfdan hurriedly tied the bandits’ hands together and then tied them to each 
other with a long piece of rope. While he was doing this, Alex helped Andy 
gather the horses that had not run off. Once they had collected all the horses that 
were close by, Bregnest led the company back to the adventurers they had 
rescued. Halfdan rode at the back of the company, pulling the captured bandits 
along behind him on foot. 

“Well met,” a voice called from the hill as Alex and his friends approached. 

“Well met,” answered Bregnest. 


“We are in your company’s debt,” said a tall, thin man, stepping forward. 
“Had you not arrived when you did, I fear we would all have been lost.” 

“We saw from the hill that one of your company was down,” Bregnest 
commented. “Is the wound serious?” 

“The wound is small, though we fear that it may be poisoned,” answered the 
thin man. “Have you a healer among you?” 

“We do,” said Bregnest. “He has some considerable skill and will do what he 
can for your comrade.” 

“Please, hurry then. Our fallen member is of some importance to us.” 

“Formal introductions can wait,” said Bregnest, nodding for Alex to proceed. 

Alex climbed out of his saddle and hurried forward. The thin man looked 
slightly troubled when he saw that Alex was the healer, but Alex took no notice. 
The other adventurers had gathered around their fallen comrade, and Alex was 
surprised to see that it was a young woman. 

Trying to hide his surprise, Alex bent down to look at her wound. There was a 
long, jagged cut across her upper left arm, but it wasn’t very deep. Alex asked 
the young woman if she could hear him, and she said she could, but her voice 
sounded weak and slightly dreamy. 

“Boil some water,” Alex ordered. “Now.” 


While Alex waited for the water, he removed a black steel helmet from the 
young woman’s head. He looked at her closely and thought she didn’t quite look 
like a human, but not really like an elf either. Putting these thoughts aside for the 
time being, he retrieved the dragon’s bane plant and some other ingredients from 
his bag. 

Alex was amazed to see that the plant had grown quite large since he had 
found it during his last adventure. He knew that the dragon’s bane plant could 
cure most poisons as well as have a healing effects on wounds. He hoped that the 
poison had not traveled too far in the young woman’s bloodstream. 


As soon as the boiling water was brought to him, Alex poured a small amount 
into a cup, setting it aside. Then he pulled two leaves from the plant and crushed 
them in his hands. He added the powder to the water still in the pot. A clean, 
fresh smell filled the air instantly, lifting Alex’s spirits and giving him hope. 


“Wash her wound with this.” Alex handed the potion to one of the 
adventurers who was watching him. 


Alex took the remainder of the water and started brewing a second potion. He 
added two more leaves to the cup, along with several other things. When the 
potion was ready, he asked the young woman to drink it. She tried, but was 
unable to hold the cup by herself, so Alex held it for her as she drank. 


“What is it?” questioned one of the adventurers. 


“A simple potion with healing powers,” said Alex. “The dragon’s bane plant 
can cure most poisons.” 


“What do we do now?” asked another adventurer. 


“Now we wait,” Alex answered. He set down the empty cup and then 
returned the dragon’s bane plant to his magic bag. 


“I believe introductions are in order,” said the thin adventurer. “My name is 
Nellus. And the young woman is Tara.” 


Alex’s didn’t catch the names of the other adventurers or even pay much 
attention when Bregnest introduced himself and his company. He knew there 
were certain ceremonies between adventurers that had to be observed, but his 
thoughts were on Tara. He hoped that his potion would work quickly, but she 
didn’t seem to be responding to it at all. Alex had to remind himself that potions 
often took some time to do their work. 


“Well, Master Bregnest,” said Nellus, “we are in your company’s debt, 
though I fear we will see no profits from our adventure.” 


“And why is that?” Bregnest asked, interested. 


“Young Prince Varson asked our company to seek the Horn of Moran and 
return it to him.” 


“You have abandoned this quest already?” 


“Not abandoned. We have learned from Mr. Clutter that another company has 
undertaken the same quest,” said Nellus, his eyebrows rising slightly. “However, 
this other company has undertaken the quest for the king of Athanor, and we 
thought we should end our quest and tell the prince that the king had already sent 
for the Horn.” 

“If the prince wishes the Horn, it is not to prove himself king,” Bregnest 
commented in a grim tone. 

“Then my guess is correct: you are the king’s company. Do not take me 
wrong, Bregnest. We mean no disrespect to you, your company, or the king.” 

“T understand you, Nellus,” said Bregnest. “I see that you are an honorable 
man and would not undertake the quest in competition with the king’s requested 
company.” 

“Let us speak plainly,” said Nellus, looking troubled. “I believe that Prince 
Varson wishes to use the Horn to prove his own kingship.” 

“But he is not the true king.” 

“T believe you are correct, but I fear Varson now believes himself to be the 
rightful king. His adviser, Kappa, has convinced him that he should be king, and 
all of his thoughts are bent on taking control of the kingdom.” 

“Surely the Horn will prove him to be a false king.” 

“I doubt Varson has considered that,” said Nellus. “And I also doubt that 
Kappa will allow him to try to sound the Horn. Kappa only wishes to keep the 
Horn from King Trion so that he cannot prove that he is the true king.” 

“Kappa will be disappointed, I think,” Bregnest replied softly. 

“T believe he will. However, Kappa may try to prevent you from returning to 
the king. I have heard rumors of war, though we are still too far from the city of 
Athanor to know if the rumors are true.” 

“We also have heard these rumors,” said Bregnest. “As for myself and my 
company, we will defend the king, whatever Varson and Kappa do.” 

“A good choice. Sadly for myself and my companions, we must return to 
Prince Varson and renounce our quest. I fear that Kappa will not be pleased with 


” 


us. 


“Could you perhaps delay your return?” Bregnest questioned. “If you did not 
return too quickly, Varson may be shown the error of his ways, and Kappa may 
decide to flee.” 


“A good idea, and I wish we could. Unfortunately, we have all sworn an oath 
that we will return as swiftly as we can. Even if we renounce the quest, we must 
fulfill our oath.” 


“Then perhaps we can travel together,” said Bregnest. “Varson’s palace is 
close to Athanor, so our paths go the same way.” 


“We would be most honored to travel with your company, though it appears it 
may be a few days before we can move on.” 


“Yes,” said Bregnest, looking at Alex. “I doubt very much that my friend 
Alex will leave Tara until he is sure she is out of danger.” 


“Then we should set up camp in the oak trees,” suggested Nellus. “That is, if 
the healer thinks Tara may be moved.” 


“She can be moved,” Alex replied. “Though I feel that more troubles her than 
her wound, or the poison in it.” 


“You see many things,” said Nellus, a surprised look on his face. “We will not 
speak of this now. Let’s move Tara and set up camp. Then we will discuss 
payment for your services.” 


“We must also discuss captives,” said Bregnest. “Three of the bandits chose 
surrender, and we must decide what is to be done with them.” 


Nellus nodded but didn’t reply. The two companies moved to the nearby 
grove of oak trees and set up their camps slightly apart from each other. Once 
this was done Andy, Halfdan, and Sindar went to search the dead bandits for any 
treasure. Bregnest remained talking with Nellus, and Alex remained beside Tara. 

Alex felt a great need to hurry to Athanor, but he felt an even greater need to 
help Tara. There was something strangely sad about her, something that he 
couldn’t put his finger on. 

Alex’s friends returned with a small amount of treasure the bandits had been 
carrying, and Bregnest offered the treasure and the captured horses to Nellus. 

“We are in debt to you and your company,” Nellus said in a businesslike tone. 
“You shall keep what the bandits had, and we will make some payment to you 
for your assistance.” 

“And what payment do you offer?” 


“I offer five thousand gold coins from each of my company,” said Nellus. 
“Also, I will ask that each of my company deliver to you one in ten of the 
primary treasure from their next adventure.” 


“You are most generous, Nellus. Perhaps too generous,” said Bregnest. “My 
company and I have had the honor of assisting you, so I will ask for something 
less.” 


“That is your right, Bregnest, though I think the offer is not over generous,” 
said Nellus, looking slightly worried. 


“T will ask but two thousand gold coins from each of your company, and one 
in twenty of their next primary treasure,” said Bregnest. “Your current adventure 
has cost you much already, and may cost you more when you reach Prince 
Varson.” 

“You are both kind and generous, and your honor is great,” said Nellus. “I 
agree to your request.” 

“And the prisoners?” Bregnest questioned. 

“We will not kill them, though it is our right,” replied Nellus. “We will take 
them to King Trion, and there they will receive their punishment.” 

“As you wish.” 

Nellus called his company together. The adventurers all agreed to Bregnest’s 
terms, and they each came forward to make payment to Bregnest and swear the 
requested oath. 

Bregnest accepted their payments and their oaths, bowing to each member in 
turn. Then he called Alex and the rest of their company together, dividing the 
payment among them. 

Once the ceremony of payment was over, Alex returned to Tara’s side. He 
hoped she would show signs of improvement, but she remained unchanged. 
Sindar came to see how Alex was, and he paused to look at Tara. Alex thought 
Sindar looked slightly alarmed, and he was quick to ask his friend why. 

“She has elf blood in her,” Sindar answered in a whisper. 


Chapter Seventeen 


Back to the Wall 


Alex remained next to Tara as night fell over Alusia. He ate little and said less 
as he tried to think of a reason why Tara was still sick. The dragon’s bane potion 
would remove the poison from her system, but he felt that she did not wish to be 
healed and perhaps that was the reason she had not improved. 


Alex did not sleep at all that night. His mind was full of questions that he 
could not answer, and his heart longed to press forward to Athanor. Nellus and 
the other members of his company came to check on Tara from time to time, but 
Alex had nothing to tell them. 


When morning finally came, Tara was pale, and it seemed that she had little 
life left in her. Nellus asked Alex if he knew what was wrong, and Alex nodded. 


“T fear that she does not wish to be healed,” Alex said slowly. “I can feel a 
great sorrow in her. A longing for something that is lost.” 


“You see many things, healer,” said Nellus. “I will tell you what I know of 
Tara. Perhaps that will aid you in healing her.” 


“She has moved closer to the wall in the night. I do not know what I can do 
for her.” 


Both companies gathered around Alex and Tara as Alex talked to Nellus. 
They all looked troubled, and Alex wished he could tell them something to 
comfort them. 


“You have an elf in your company,” said Nellus, looking at Sindar. “Perhaps 
he can call her back from the wall?” 


“T have been to the wall before,” Sindar replied, a pained look on his face. “I 
do not wish to return there and would do so only if Bregnest commanded me to.” 


“T will give no such command,” Bregnest was quick to reply. “I know you 
would go if I asked this of you, Sindar, but I will not put you through that trial. I 
would not command you to do such a thing, not even if Tara were my own 
child.” 


“My apologies, Sindar, Bregnest,” said Nellus, bowing. “I do not know much 
about the wall, and I asked before thinking.” 

“There is no harm,” Sindar replied. “I can tell you that to call someone back 
from the wall requires great power. The one time that I attempted to do so, it 


nearly destroyed me.” 


“Then we have a sad journey ahead, and must carry sadder tidings to Tara’s 
family,” said Nellus with a deep sigh. 


“She has not crossed the wall yet,” said Alex defiantly. He shook his head to 
clear his thoughts and pushed away the sorrow that had built up inside of him. 
“Nellus, tell me all you can about Tara.” 


“What do you wish to know?’ Nellus asked, looking shocked and surprised by 
Alex’s sudden outburst. 


“Tell me about her family, her adventures, what she was like—everything you 
can think of.” 


“As you wish,” said Nellus, pausing for a moment to collect his thoughts. 
“Tara is the youngest daughter of King Nordal from the land of Kess. She has 
two older sisters and three older brothers. She is greatly loved by her family and 
by all in the kingdom. She was only allowed to undertake this adventure because 
her father thought it sounded fairly safe. She has a great talent with animals and 
can calm even the most angered or fearsome of beasts.” 


Alex asked Nellus a few questions from time to time as he continued to talk, 
trying to understand what Tara was like and why she was so sad. He learned that 
she had gone on three other adventures and had found some success as an 
honorable adventurer. 


Once Nellus had finished, Alex asked each of his company to tell him their 
own impressions of Tara. They all spoke highly of her. They agreed that she had 
a temper and that she had definite ideas about things. She would argue her point 
of view as far as she could without offending her companions, and then would 
accept whatever decision Nellus made without argument. 

The information was interesting, but none of it seemed to answer the 
questions that Alex had. He wondered what Tara’s great sorrow was and what 
the reason for it could be. He could feel the depth of her sorrow as if it was his 
own, but he could not see any reason for it in what Tara’s friends told him. 

“Does she have elf blood in her?” Alex asked, remembering Sindar’s 
comment. 

“She does,” Nellus answered. “Her mother was half-elf.” 

“Was?” 

“Her mother was killed several years ago when Tara was young. I don’t think 
she can even remember her mother, so I didn’t mention it before.” 


“How was her mother killed?” Alex questioned. 

“Bandits,” Nellus replied slowly, looking toward the three bandits they still 
held captive. “She was traveling to see an oracle and her company was attacked. 
Only one of the company survived, and he died of his wounds after telling the 
story of what had happened.” 

“Very well,” said Alex, deciding in his own mind what he must do for Tara. 

“T don’t see how anything we said could help you heal her,” said Nellus sadly. 
“I had hoped that it might, but . . .” 

“Your hopes are not in vain. Your words have cleared my own thoughts and 
driven out my doubts.” 

“Then you know of a way to heal her?” Nellus questioned. 

“Yes,” said Alex in a determined tone. “I will call her back from the wall. I 
will free her from the sorrow that drags her down, if I can.” 

“But you are not an elf.” 

“No, Pm not,” said Alex. “But I am a healer, and I have been to the wall 
before. The shadow lands hold no fear for me. I will go.” 

“Alex,” said Bregnest looking worried. “I know more than perhaps anyone 
about your journeys to the wall. I must warn you against returning there again.” 

“T thank you for your concern, Bregnest. However, this is a burden that I must 
carry,” Alex replied. “You know a great deal about my journeys to the wall, but 
you do not know all.” 

“Then be careful, my friend,” said Bregnest with a slight bow. “We will await 
your return.” 

“Journeys?” Nellus asked, stunned. “You have been to the wall more than 
once?” 

“I have been to the wall three times,” said Alex. “Twice I went before I knew 
about the wall and the shadow lands beyond. Those times friends of great power 
called me back. The third time I went by my own choice, knowing what I would 
find there. I went to call back a friend and free him from a terrible burden.” 

“And you are willing go there again—for a stranger?” 

“T will help Tara, though I have never met her,” Alex answered firmly. “This 
is the burden I carry now, and I will help in any way that I can.” 

“Then go, Master Taylor,” said Nellus, looking almost as worried as Bregnest. 
“We will watch and hope for your success.” 


Alex nodded, sitting for a moment, gathering his thoughts and working his 
magic. He knew what he would find at the wall, and he knew that the shadow 
lands would call to him as they had before. He focused his mind on his friends, 
the people he cared for on this side of the wall, and on what the future might 
hold for him. Alex thought of his hopes and dreams, everything that would keep 
him anchored to this side of the wall and to life. 


Once he was ready, Alex took Tara’s right hand in his own left hand. Pausing 
for a moment to focus his magic, he placed his right hand on top of Tara’s hand. 
Softly, he called her name. 


It happened much slower than the last time he’d worked this magic. Alex 
called Tara’s name three times before he felt himself moving away from his 
friends under the oak trees. Slowly his vision cleared, and once more he found 
himself climbing a grass-covered hillside in a shadowy land. 

Tara was not standing at the top of the hill. Worried, Alex hurried to the 
hilltop, and looking down the far side, he could see the stone wall that divided 
the land of the living from the land of the dead. There, about halfway down the 
hill, stood Tara. She looked confused and afraid, as if unsure which way she 
should go or what she should do. 

“Tara,” Alex called softly, moving down the hill toward her. 

“Have you come for me?” Tara asked as Alex approached. “Am I to go over 
the wall then? Does my mother wait there?” 

“Calm yourself, Tara. I have come for you, yes, but not to take you across the 
wall.” 

“But my mother is there,” Tara protested. 

“Your mother is not beyond the wall, Tara. Your mother was half-elf and has 
gone to the halls of waiting with her people.” 

“How ... how do you know this?” Tara questioned as she searched the wall 
with her eyes. 

“I know many things, and I know that if your mother was beyond the wall we 
would see her there now, waiting for you,” Alex answered. “Let go of your 
desire to find her there, before it is too late.” 

“I... I do not remember my mother,” said Tara with a sob. “I can’t even 
remember her face. I hoped to see her here, but . . . there is nothing.” 

“Your mother is alive in you, Tara. To see her, all you need to do is look ina 
mirror, or at your sisters and brothers. Your mother is alive in all of you.” 


“Who ... who are you?” Tara asked, looking away from the wall and 
sounding tired and confused. 


“T am a friend. I have come to help you, but you must also help yourself.” 
“T do not know you. Why should I trust you or believe anything you say?” 


“We have never met, that is true. But your friends, Nellus and the rest of your 
company, have told me about you, and I feel that I know you.” 


“Perhaps you know something of me, but that is no reason for me to trust 
you,” Tara pointed out. 


“You speak truly, so to win your trust, I will tell you something of myself and 
how I came to know you.” 


Alex told the story of how he and his friends had rescued Nellus and his 
company from the bandits. He also told Tara about his attempt to cure her and 
Nellus’s request that Sindar call her back. 


Tara listened to all that he said, but she did not speak. 


“Last of all I will tell you this,” said Alex. “I am a warrior and a healer. I am 
also a wizard. Because of this, I know and feel your sorrow. I have felt your 
sorrow as if it were my own. I know how much you wish to see and remember 
your mother. I know what it means to lose a mother, Tara, as I have also lost my 
mother.” 

“You know much and say many things,” Tara replied slowly as Alex paused. 
“T feel that I should trust you, and I hope that you can help me. I feel so lost, and 
I don’t know what to do.” 

“T will help you,” said Alex. “Seeking your mother here will do you no good, 
and your sorrow only weighs you down. You must let go of your sorrow, but 
remember your mother. Seek joy and fulfillment in life, Tara, as your mother 
would wish you to.” 

“You speak well,” said Tara, turning to look back at the shadow lands. “I will 
do as you ask.” 

“Then come,” said Alex, taking Tara’s hand. “We must return to the world of 
light and leave the shadow lands behind us.” 

“They look so pleasant,” Tara said softly as Alex led her up the hill. 

“Those beyond the wall find them so. Your time to cross over the wall is far 
distant. Now you must return and look for happiness in life.” 

“T will try,” said Tara, her voice almost a whisper. “It will be difficult, but I 


will try.” 

“Then you have already won a victory,” said Alex as they reached the top of 
the hill. “I hope that you will have many more.” 

Alex opened his eyes and looked up at the concerned faces around him and 
gave them a weak smile. He turned, and after a moment, he spoke to the young 
woman by his side. 

“Tara,” Alex said softly, squeezing her hand. “Tara, can you hear me?” 

“Yes,” Tara replied weakly. “Where are we?” 

“We have returned.” 

“Returned? Returned from where?” Tara asked as she sat up, her voice 
growing slightly stronger. She looked at Alex in wonder and confusion. Her 
expression changed suddenly, as she looked wildly around for the bandits she 
remembered had attacked. It took a few minutes to calm her down, and as her 
fears vanished, the confused look returned. 

Alex smiled at her and leaned forward. He whispered a few words in her ear, 
and then, sitting back, he spoke a single word. 

“Remember.” 

Tara looked puzzled for a moment, and then she burst into tears. She clung to 
Alex’s hand as she cried, as if afraid to let go. The members of both companies 
quickly busied themselves about their camps. For a long time, Tara continued to 
cry, and Alex did his best to comfort her. 

“Thank you,” Tara said at last. “Thank you for helping me.” 


“Tt was...” Alex began and stopped. “It was my very great pleasure to help 
you.” 

Tara smiled and kissed Alex’s hand before letting it go. 

Alex felt slightly embarrassed by the attention, but he said nothing. He felt 
sure that, in time, Tara would be able to let go of her sorrow and look forward to 
all that life had to offer. Alex gave Tara some privacy so she could recover 
herself to face her friends. He was relieved, even relaxed, and it felt like a great 
weight had been lifted from his own heart as well. 

“You are most kind, Master Taylor,” said Nellus when Alex joined the others 
at the campfire. “We are even more in your debt.” 

Alex nodded. He knew that Nellus and his company would honor him, but it 
seemed like a small thing. What mattered most to him was that Tara had returned 
by her own choice, and that he had been able to help her. 


“Once again, you risk your own safety for others,” Sindar commented softly. 
“What safety did I risk?” 


“You went to the wall of your own free will,” Sindar answered. “There is 
danger there, even for elves, yet you went to help a woman you do not know and 
to whom you owe nothing.” 


“T went because I could help. I chose to help Tara rather than let her cross the 
wall alone and before her time. There was little risk to myself.” 


“So you say,” said Sindar, looking troubled. “But the wall is always a 
dangerous place for the living, no matter how strong they are.” 


That night the companies ate together, and Nellus’s company made a point of 
thanking Alex many times for what he had done for Tara. Alex smiled and 
returned their bows, though after a while he thought it was all a bit too much. 
None of them knew the simple pleasure he found in helping Tara, and to him, 
that was reason enough to do what he had done. 


The next morning, Tara was feeling much better, and the two companies rode 
forward together. Bregnest, insisting that they move quickly, had tied the captive 
bandits to their horses. Alex thought that was exceptionally kind, considering 
they were bandits. 


They still had several days to ride before reaching Athanor, however, and the 
companies became friendlier as they went along. It turned out that members of 
both companies had common friends, and there was a great exchange of news 
and stories between them as they rode. 


Alex welcomed the new friendships he made, though he noticed Tara seemed 
somewhat shy of him. He thought it might have something to do with his calling 
her back from the wall so he said nothing about it. 


When they were two days away from Athanor, Alex noticed that several 
riders passed them on either side, well away from the road. None of the riders 
approached them, but Bregnest seemed troubled by their presence. The riders 
worried Alex as well, and he hoped that some evil had not already happened in 
Athanor. 

Alex also wondered why Whalen still had not replied to his last letter. He had 
hoped to meet Whalen when they returned to Telous, but now doubts had entered 
his mind. If Whalen couldn’t reply to messages, what did it mean? 


Chapter Eighteen 


The Horn of Moran 


When the two companies of adventurers were only one day away from 
Athanor, a group of soldiers met them on the road. The leader of the soldiers 
called them to a halt, riding forward to speak with Bregnest and Nellus. 

“What business do you have here?” questioned the soldier. 

“Our business is our own,” answered Bregnest. “Why do soldiers bar the road 
to Athanor?” 

“No one’s business is their own these days,” said the soldier. “We are here by 
Prince Varson’s decree.” 

“The prince cannot bar the king’s road,” said Bregnest, sounding surprised. 

“Prince Varson has made a claim to the crown. Until the matter can be settled, 
we have been ordered to bar the road to keep aid from reaching Trion.” 

“King Trion,” Bregnest corrected in an angry tone. “Trion is still king of 
Athanor, no matter what Varson claims.” 

“You speak truly, Trion is king—at least for the time being,” the soldier 
replied, bowing slightly. “However, we have our orders. Now, give me your 
names and tell me what business brings you to Athanor.” 

“T am Nellus, son of Norson, adventurer,” said Nellus. “My company and I 
are on a quest for Prince Varson.” 

“Silvan Bregnest, adventurer,” said Bregnest, still sounding angry. “My 
company and I are on a quest for King Trion.” 

“Very well,” said the soldier, looking troubled. “You may all ride with us to 
Prince Varson’s camp. I am sure the prince will wish to meet with Nellus and his 
company.” 

“And what of myself and my company?” Bregnest questioned. 

“You will remain near the camp of Prince Varson as”—the soldier paused for 
a moment, choosing the proper words—“guests of the prince.” 

“Very well,” said Bregnest. “We will ride to the camp, but if we remain, it 
will be because we wish to remain, not because Varson orders us to.” 

The soldier bowed slightly to both Bregnest and Nellus and returned to his 
company. He barked out some orders and the soldiers broke into two smaller 


groups. Ten soldiers rode in front of the adventurers, and the other ten rode 
behind. Alex thought the armed guard was unnecessary; if he and his friends 
wanted to ride away, there was little the soldiers could do to stop them. But 
Bregnest and Nellus seemed content to follow the soldiers, and Alex thought it 
the best course to take, at least for the time being. 


It was early afternoon when they reached Prince Varson’s camp. The leader of 
the soldiers asked Nellus and his companions to follow him to Prince Varson’s 
tent. He also asked Bregnest and his company to wait where they were for the 
time being. 

“I fear great trouble lies ahead for us all,” Nellus said to Bregnest in a 
lowered tone as they shook hands. “But we will not speak to Varson or Kappa of 
your company or your quest for any reason.” 


Bregnest nodded to Nellus, who then departed with the soldiers. Alex and his 
friends dismounted and gathered together to discuss what had happened and 
what they should do next. 


“Tt is worse than I feared,” said Bregnest softly. “If Varson has already made a 
claim on the crown, then there is nothing to stop open war.” 


“We still have the Horn of Moran,” said Halfdan softly, looking at the 
company of soldiers surrounding them. 


“Kappa will never let Varson try to use the Horn,” said Bregnest. “I’m sure 
he’d rather kill us all than let us take the horn to Trion.” 


“We could cut our way through,” said Sindar. “Though I don’t like the idea of 
killing innocent men.” 


“How innocent can they be?” Andy asked. “They are supporting Varson. 
They are all traitors.” 


“No, they are not traitors,” said Alex. “They are deceived by Varson and 
Kappa. Even the captain of the soldiers we followed here seemed to be unsure of 
Varson’s claim.” 


“We must do something,” said Halfdan. “If we wait here, we are no good to 
anyone.” 


“Not necessarily,” said Alex, his mind racing with excitement as he thought 
his plan through. “If we wait here, someone will come to question us about our 
business—perhaps even Kappa himself. He knows about our quest; after all, he 
sent men to stop us in Norsland. I don’t think he will want anyone else to know 
about the Horn.” 


“An accurate guess,” said Bregnest sourly. 


“Suppose he makes us an offer for the Horn,” Alex continued. “He’ll want the 
Horn where he can protect it, and he’! want us to go away.” 


“That, or he’ ll try to put us in prison or worse,” said Sindar. 

“I don’t think he’ll try that—at least not until he’s tried to buy the Horn or 
bribe us away from the king,” said Alex. “If he makes us an offer, we should ask 
for time to consider it. We can tell him we’ll give him our answer in the 
morning.” 

“So we buy one more night of freedom,” said Bregnest. “I don’t see how that 
helps our situation.” 


“T’m coming to that,” said Alex. “Once he agrees to give us the night, he will 
leave us under guard. We wait awhile, and then I will ask the guard for an 
audience with Prince Varson and Kappa.” 


“And what will you say to them?” Halfdan questioned eagerly. 


“Well, if I can get them both together, I think I can convince the prince to try 
to use the Horn. I might even be able to arrange it so he will set up a competition 
between himself and Trion. That would be better.” 


“Kappa will never allow it,” said Bregnest, shaking his head. 


“You forget that I am a wizard,” said Alex. “If I get Kappa and Varson alone, 
I’m sure I can make Kappa say or do something to anger me. Once that happens, 
Pll change him into a pig or something. Then Pll be able to convince Varson to 
an open and fair—well, competition seems like the best word for it.” 


“Clever,” said Bregnest, nodding his head. “And if your plan fails, we can 
still force our way through to Trion.” 


“I hope that my plan will work,” said Alex. “I agree with Sindar—I would 
hate to have to kill so many innocent men.” 


“Tt is agreed then,” said Bregnest. “We will try your plan, and use force only 
as our last resort.” 


Alex was relieved. He hoped that the prince was as big a fool as he seemed to 
be and that Kappa was as evil as it appeared he was. 


They waited through the afternoon, and, as Alex had suspected, Kappa 
appeared just before sunset. He was dressed in fine, blue robes and wore a long, 
golden chain around his neck. Alex could see in Kappa’s face that he was 
nervous and worried by Bregnest’s sudden and unexpected arrival. 


“So, Silvan Bregnest, you’ve returned,” said Kappa with a sneer in his voice. 
“And you’ve brought friends with you as well.” 


“T have returned,” answered Bregnest. “We wish to speak with King Trion 
about a matter that is important to him.” 


“T am not surprised to hear that you would like to see Trion,” said Kappa. 
“But I’m afraid that won’t be possible, at least not for a little while.” 


“So we are to remain here as prisoners?” 


“As guests,” Kappa answered with a wicked grin. “Prince Varson does not 
wish to make you or your friends prisoners.” 


“But we are not free to go.” 


“And if you were free to go, would you?” Kappa asked. “Or would you try to 
reach Trion in his castle?” 


“We are on a quest for the true king of Athanor,” answered Bregnest. “We 
would take him our news.” 


“Ah, yes, of course. However, there is some question as to who the true king 
of Athanor is. Perhaps your news can wait while this question is settled.” 


“Perhaps it can,” said Bregnest, his tone softening slightly. “Though waiting 
is often a tiresome and costly business.” 


“Of course it is,” said Kappa with a nod. “I’m sure that some accommodation 
might be reached, if only I could be sure that you would not do anything 
foolish.” 


“Your words hold some wisdom, Kappa. I would not wish to act the fool, nor 
lead my friends on a fool’s errand.” 


“You have never played the fool, Bregnest,’ Kappa said in a sickly sweet 
voice. “Perhaps, if you and your company would make a pledge or take a simple 
oath ... ? Nothing serious, just something to protect your honor from a moment 
of rash thinking.” 


“Perhaps,” said Bregnest. “It would be foolish to rush off with so many 
questions unanswered. Truly, Prince Varson is fortunate to have you as his 
adviser.” 

“You are most kind. Would you and your company be willing to take such an 
oath?” 

“I can answer only for myself in this matter,” said Bregnest. “Let me discuss 
this with my companions who are not of this land. I think I can show them the 
wisdom in what you say.” 


“And how long would such a discussion take?” 

“The sun is now setting, and we have ridden far,” said Bregnest, looking 
toward the west. “Let us have until morning. I am sure the new day will bring 
you the answer you desire.” 

“As you wish,” said Kappa, bowing stiffly. “I will return when the sun rises, 
with great hopes for our future understanding.” 

“You are most kind,” said Bregnest, bowing in return. 

Kappa hurried away from the camp, and once he was gone, Bregnest spat. 

“If I had not agreed to your plan, Alex,” said Bregnest, shaking his head and 
scowling. 

“You did well,” said Alex. “Now, as long as Kappa doesn’t try something 
foolish, we should be fine.” 

“What do you think he’ll try?” Andy questioned, looking confused. 

“I don’t think PII give him the chance to try anything,” answered Alex. 

“How long will you wait before seeking your audience?” Bregnest 
questioned. 

“At least two hours. Kappa needs time to think about your conversation, and I 
wouldn’t want to rush him. We might as well have our evening meal while we 
wait.” 

“Very well,” said Bregnest. “Be careful of Kappa, Alex. He is little more than 
a well-dressed goblin.” 

“That is exactly what I’m counting on,” said Alex with a grin. 

Halfdan prepared a meal for them, but only Alex seemed to have any appetite. 
Alex was fairly sure Kappa would do nothing until morning, and by then there 
would be nothing at all that he could do. 

After eating, Alex lay down and considered exactly what he would do and say 
once he’d arranged his audience with Varson. He wanted to make the prince 
believe that the idea of a contest with the Horn of Moran was his own. The 
prince’s pride would be his most effective weapon, and he knew that he would 
have to play up to the prince if he wanted to win the day. 

After two hours had passed, Alex got to his feet and prepared for the next part 
of his plan. With a nod to his friends, he walked toward the guards who stood 
around them. 

“I wish to speak to Prince Varson and his adviser, Kappa,” Alex told the 


guard in a low voice. 


“The prince and his adviser are not to be disturbed,” the guard answered 
sternly. 


“If you will send a message to the prince or to his adviser, it will be to your 
great advantage,” said Alex, producing three gold coins and slipping them into 
the guard’s hand. 


The guard looked at the coins and then at Alex. Alex could see he had judged 
the man’s price correctly, and he soon found himself being led to the elegant tent 
of Prince Varson. Before entering the tent, Alex removed his weapons and 
placed them inside his magic bag. 


“You’re a member of Bregnest’s party,” said Kappa, as soon as Alex entered 
the tent. 


“T am,” said Alex, bowing first to Prince Varson and then to Kappa. 
“And what do you wish to speak to us about?” Kappa questioned angrily. 
“About the Horn of Moran, of course.” 


The color drained from Kappa’s face, but the prince seemed to come alive 
with excitement. 


Alex tried not to smile, though it was exactly the reaction he had hoped for. 

“And what do you have to say about the legendary Horn?” Kappa snapped. 

“As you may have guessed, our company was searching for the Horn at the 
request of King Trion.” 

“And are the legends true?” Prince Varson questioned, moving closer to Alex. 
“Does the Horn exist?” 

“The legends are true, my lord,” Alex answered with a bow. “And I can 
assure you that the Horn of Moran does exist.” 

“Do you carry this Horn?” Kappa asked before the prince could ask another 
question. 

“T do not, but one of our company does,” said Alex. “And I am sure that the 
Horn could be produced, if the proper reasons were given.” 

“Bah! You are a trickster hoping to play us as fools,” said Kappa. “What 
reasons do you need to produce the Horn? What proof do we have that your 
company even has the true Horn? This could all be some story you’ve made up 
in hopes of receiving a reward.” 

“The reasons are obvious,” said Alex calmly. “I do not wish to see war in 


Athanor. The proof, of course, is in the Horn itself because it will only play a 
note for the true king of Athanor. As for more proof, I can give only my word 
that I speak truly. And as for rewards, I will leave that decision to the true king 
of Athanor.” Alex bowed to Varson, which seemed to please the prince, but 
Kappa looked worried. 

“You are full of lies,” Kappa yelled. “You seek only to deceive us and ruin 
our hopes.” 

“Silence, fool!” Alex yelled back at him. 

With a wave of his hand and a blinding flash, Alex turned Kappa into a 
donkey. “Forgive me, my lord,” Alex said to Varson in an apologetic tone. “I 
have lost my temper. Your adviser’s claim that I had lied to him was really too 
much.” 

Prince Varson seemed almost as stunned as the donkey, and he looked from 
Alex to the donkey and back again, not knowing what to do or say. 

“As you can see, my lord, I am a wizard,” Alex continued. “My only wish is 
to see peace in Athanor and the true king on the throne.” 

“Yes, yes, of course,” said Varson in a shaky voice. 

“Your adviser’s doubts about your kingship troubled me, and I beg your 
forgiveness for my rash actions.” 

“Not . . . not at all,” said Varson, recovering from his shock. “He did sound 
rather doubtful, didn’t he?” 

“Yes, he did, my lord. But I assure you that I have no such doubts.” 

“You are most kind,” said Varson, trying to sound more businesslike. 

“Tt is no great kindness to serve a true king. However, I am troubled by your 
preparations for war.” 

“Oh, yes,” said Varson, waving his hand in a dismissive way. “It’s because 
Trion won’t accept me as the true king.” 

“Of course,” said Alex understandingly. “I suppose you are as troubled by all 
of this as I am.” 

“Why, of course I am. I... Oh, I’m sorry, I don’t know your name.” 

“I am Alexander Taylor, my lord. I am an adventurer and a wizard, and I am 
at your service.” 

“Thank you, Master Taylor, that’s very kind. You know, to be honest, I don’t 
think Kappa believes I am the true king. He didn’t seem at all interested in my 


recovering the Horn of Moran.” 
“How could he doubt you?” 


“Well, he’s been acting very funny, I must say,” Varson continued, obviously 
pleased with the sound of surprise in Alex’s voice. “You know, he didn’t even 
want me to send another party of adventurers in search of the Horn.” 


“Why would he oppose such a brilliant and well-conceived plan?” 

“T don’t know,” said Varson, looking at his adviser thoughtfully. “You know, I 
think you should leave him as a donkey. At least until I’ve proven my true 
kingship.” 

“As you wish,” said Alex. “However, how will you convince Trion to accept 
you as the true king?” 


“Well, as you said,” Varson explained as if Alex was a bit slow. “I'll play a 
note on the Horn and that will be that.” 


“Very wise, my lord. You will prove yourself to be king and remove the threat 
of war from the kingdom at the same time. A bold move. Might I make a small 
suggestion to enhance your plan?” 


“Of course, you may speak freely.” 


“Would it not prove your kingship to all of Athanor if you challenged Trion to 
a contest?” 


“An excellent idea! Yes, most excellent. In fact, that is what I’ll do. Pll insist 
that the people of Athanor gather, and then Pll compete with Trion. PI ask him 
to play the Horn, and when he fails, he will look a total fool. Then I will play the 
Horn, and everyone will know that I am the king.” 


“A most inspired plan. However, my lord, perhaps you should play the Horn 
first. There is no need to make Trion look like more of a fool than he already is. 
And such a gesture will show your people your great kindness and win many 
hearts that may not otherwise be yours.” 


“Yes, of course,” said Varson. “The true king should be kind to fools like 
Trion. That is what Pll do.” 


“And how soon will you be able to prove yourself and claim your throne?” 


“Tomorrow at high noon, I think,” said Varson with a satisfied tone. “There 
are a lot of people in Athanor, and I will have messages sent to the nearby towns 
as well. We will march forward in the morning, and before tomorrow night, I 
will be king. That will end the threat of war quickly, and everything will be as it 
should be.” 


“Wonderful,” Alex gushed. 


“You have been most helpful, Master Taylor. I would be pleased if you would 
accompany me to the contest.” 


“A great honor,” said Alex. “If I may be so bold, perhaps you will allow me 
to hold the Horn. That way Trion won’t be able to use any magic to make 
himself appear to be more than he is.” 


“Another grand idea. You are a wonder. If there is anything I can do for you 
tonight, please don’t hesitate to ask.” 


“There are two small matters,” Alex said slowly. “I hate to bring them up at a 
time like this, so perhaps I should not.” 


“No, no,” said Varson, waving his hand. “Please, let me do what I can for 
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you. 


“You are most kind, my lord. The first matter concerns some bandits that my 
company and I captured on our way here. No doubt you will wish to judge them, 
once your throne is secured. In the meantime, if a few soldiers might be spared 
to guard them, it would be helpful.” 


“Of course,” said Varson, trying to look and sound like a king. “I will have 
some men sent right over to take these bandits off your hands. Now, what else 
would you ask?” 


“The second matter concerns the fate of the adventurers traveling with Master 
Nellus. Our two companies have several friends in common. It would be, shall 
we say, awkward if anything unpleasant were to happen to Master Nellus or his 
companions.” 

“Yes, I can see that clearly enough,” Varson agreed. “That fool Kappa has had 
them placed in chains, but I can remedy that. In fact, I think they did me a great 
service in attempting to find the Horn, so I am in their debt. I will have them 
freed at once and returned to your camp. That way your company will see how 
kind the true king can be.” 

“You are generous and kind, my lord. Now I suppose we should both get 
some rest, tomorrow promises to be an important day.” 

“Yes, yes, it does,” said Varson, almost falling over in his excitement. “I will 
send an honor guard for you in the morning, and you will ride beside me to 
Athanor.” 

“You do me a great honor,” said Alex. 

When Alex reached the door of the tent, he turned to look back at Varson and 


Kappa the donkey. 

“Shall I ask your guards to remove this donkey?” Alex asked. 

“Yes,” said Varson in a definite tone. “Send them in at once. And thank you 
again, my friend.” 

“Not at all, my lord, not at all.” 


Alex had a hard time controlling his laughter as the guard led him back to his 
friends. As they approached Bregnest and the others, Alex slipped the guard 
three more gold coins for his service. The guard bowed to Alex, and then hurried 
back to his post. 


Before Alex could tell his friends what had happened in Varson’s tent, more 
guards arrived, escorting Nellus and his company to the campsite. The guards 
bowed to Bregnest, removed the chains from Nellus and his friends, and then 
took the three captured bandits away with them. 


Once the guards had departed, Alex told his friends everything that had 
happened. He had a hard time keeping them all from laughing too loudly as he 
told the story. Once, when a guard seemed to take too much interest in the noise 
they were making, Halfdan quickly praised Varson loudly. This seemed to satisfy 
the guard’s curiosity, and he soon returned to his post. 


“He actually thanked you for turning Kappa into a donkey?” Andy asked, 
wiping tears off his checks. 


“He did,” said Alex. “And he’s also asked that I ride beside him to Athanor in 
the morning. I will be holding the Horn so Trion can’t play any magic tricks with 
it.” 

“You are a genius,” said Bregnest, slapping Alex’s shoulder. “This will be far 
better than anything I had hoped for.” 


The following morning, before everyone was awake, Alex asked Bregnest to 
send a short letter to his cousin, King Trion. Bregnest explained to Trion what 
would be happening that day and asked him to go along with it. Bregnest also 
told Trion that Alex was a member of his company and that his only goal was to 
prevent all-out war in Athanor. 


With his message sent, Bregnest returned the Horn of Moran to Alex with a 
bow, and Alex stored it safely inside his bag. Shortly after Alex and his friends 
had finished their breakfast, the prince’s personal guards appeared to escort Alex 
to Varson. Alex said good-bye to his friends with a bow and a wink, then 
followed the guards to Varson’s tent. Holding Shahree’s reins behind him, Alex 


waited patiently outside the tent for the prince to appear. 


Varson arrived, wearing his finest clothes and looking excited and pleased 
with himself. He grinned at Alex as he awkwardly mounted his own horse and 
prepared to lead the entire company toward Athanor. Alex felt a little sorry for 
Varson; he wasn’t an evil man after all, only a very foolish one. 


As Varson’s army moved forward, Alex acted his part as well as he could. 
Varson seemed confident that he would be king before the day was over, and he 
made several promises to Alex and to the rest of the adventurers, including 
offering to pay whatever price Trion had promised for the return of the Horn and 
add to it. Alex simply smiled and said Varson was far too generous. When they 
approached the city of Athanor, Alex leaned toward Varson and spoke in a 
lowered voice. 


“Before we begin, perhaps I should remind the people that the Horn will 
sound only for the true king,” said Alex. 


“Yes, I think that would be best,” agreed Varson. “In fact, you may say that 
you are there to judge the contest fairly and announce to the people who their 
true king is.” 

“You honor me, my lord. But surely there are others more qualified than I 
who can judge this competition. I am not from this land, so perhaps someone 
who lives here should act as judge.” 


“You make a good point,” said Varson after some thought. “I will have the 
captains of my army act as witnesses, and if Trion wishes, the captains of his 
army as well.” 


“An excellent solution, my lord. Then there will be none in Athanor who can 
doubt the true king.” 


“That is correct, my friend,” said Varson with a nod. “After all, I don’t want 
war any more than you do. I can’t blame Trion’s soldiers for his mistakes after 
all.” 


“You are most wise,” Alex replied. 


Varson seemed lost in his thoughts of becoming king, and he didn’t say 
anything more as the company approached the gates of Athanor. A messenger 
rode into the city with a request for Trion to met Varson at midday to prove once 
and for all who was the true king. The rest of the army assembled outside the 
city walls. The messenger was only gone for a short time before returning with 
Trion’s answer. 


“The fool has accepted,” said Varson, waving the message in front of Alex. 
“He must actually believe he has a chance.” 


“Men will often do foolish things to prove what they believe.” 


“Yes, I suppose they will,” said Varson, sounding almost sad. “I wish that 
Trion would simply accept me as king. I really hate to embarrass him this way.” 


“You are kind, my lord. Perhaps Trion will concede the contest once you have 
blown the Horn.” 


“Yes, that would be better than seeing him try hopelessly to sound the Horn. 
Then at least some of his honor might be saved. You know, he is an honorable 
man, and he has run the kingdom very well over all.” 


Alex did not reply but simply nodded. 


As midday approached, Varson’s soldiers set up a large, raised platform so 
everyone would be able to see Varson and Trion compete with the Horn. Alex 
commented on what a good idea it was and praised Varson for thinking of it. 


At midday the gates of Athanor were opened wide, and Trion and his captains 
emerged from the city, followed by a large crowd. Even more people gathered on 
the city walls to watch the competition. Alex was pleased that there would be so 
many witnesses. No one in all of Athanor would be able to question the true king 
after today. 


Varson and Trion met at the foot of the platform and bowed to each other. 
Varson’s captains lined up on one side of the platform, while Trion’s captains 
lined up on the other. Varson then led Trion and Alex onto the platform, looking 
at the crowds confidently. 


“If you will, Master Taylor,” said Varson once the three of them were on top 
of the platform. 


Alex bowed to Varson and then to Trion. He noticed that Trion looked stern, 
but that his eyes were shining brightly. Trion looked a great deal like Bregnest, 
and Alex was glad to be able to help him secure his throne. 


“People of Athanor,” Alex called loudly. “This competition will be to 
determine the true king of Athanor. I have been asked to serve as the judge, 
along with these assembled captains of the armies of Athanor. I have brought 
with me the legendary Horn of Moran, which will only sound for the true king of 
this people. I call upon all of you to act as witnesses this day.” 


Alex turned to Varson and Trion. He bowed once more to each of them and 
then produced the Horn of Moran from his magic bag. He held the Horn up and 


turned in all directions so that all the soldiers and all the people could see it. The 
bands of true silver flashed like fire in the sunlight, and the watching crowds fell 
silent. 

Then, facing Varson and Trion once more, Alex spoke in a softer tone. “My 
lords, if you are both prepared, we will proceed.” 

“I am prepared,” Varson answered eagerly. 

“As am I,” said Trion, still looking stern. 

“Which of you will go first?” Alex questioned. 

“I will,” Varson answered quickly. “As I have made a claim on the crown, I 
will go first.” 

“As you wish,” Trion replied in a grim tone. 

Varson stepped confidently to the front of the platform and stood beside Alex. 

“Prince Varson has asked to make his attempt first,” Alex called out loudly. 

Alex held out the Horn of Moran to Prince Varson. Varson put it to his mouth 
and blew until he was red in the face. But no sound came out of the Horn at all. 
Alex felt a mixture of amusement and pity. When Varson finally quit blowing, he 
was gasping for air. He looked shocked and completely dumbfounded. 

“Prince Varson’s attempt has failed,” Alex called out. “Now King Trion will 
make his attempt.” 

Alex motioned for Trion to come forward. Trion bowed to Alex with just a 
hint of a smile on his face. 

Once again Alex held the Horn steady. Trion took a deep breath and put his 
mouth to the Horn. As he began to blow, the Horn began to sound a long, loud 
note, which grew louder and louder. The sound filled Alex with a fierce and 
overwhelming joy. After the sounding of the Horn, Trion stepped back, his stern 
look softening. 

“King Trion is the true king of Athanor,” Alex proclaimed to the waiting 
crowds. “Let none here doubt, the Horn of Moran has spoken.” 

Turning, Alex bowed and presented the Horn of Moran to Trion, who 
accepted it with a bow and a quick wink. 

Trion turned to look at Varson, who was pale and shaking, looking around as 
if he didn’t know what to do. As Trion moved toward him, Varson dropped to his 
knees and begged for forgiveness. 

“Forgive me, my lord. I have been a great fool. Kappa convinced me that you 


were not the true king, and I believed his lies.” 


“You have been a great fool,” Trion agreed. “And you have brought your own 
land to the very edge of war and ruin. Once you had great honor and you served 
Athanor well. I will remember your years of good service now, as I name your 
punishment. As punishment for your actions, I confiscate your lands and 
properties. I take away all your titles and honors. I name you as the lowest 
servant in the king’s house.” 


“Better than I deserve,” said Varson, remaining on his knees. “You have been 
too kind, my lord.” 


“Perhaps so,” said Trion, looking stern. “But I will say this: in time your 
honor, your titles, and your lands may be restored to you. Of course, much 
depends on how well you serve Athanor from this day forward.” 

“T will serve you as best I can, my king,” Varson replied, looking slightly 
relieved. 


“Now, for the root of all this evil,” said Trion. “Bring Kappa forward that I 
might proclaim his punishment.” 


There was a slight delay, but in a few minutes, two of Varson’s soldiers led a 
nervous-looking donkey forward. They stood the donkey in front of the raised 
platform and stepped back. 


“What is this?” Trion asked, a stern but slightly confused look on his face. 


“Lord Trion,” said Alex, stepping forward. “The soldiers are not trying to fool 
you. This is, in fact, Kappa. I’m afraid he was attempting to prevent us from 
returning the Horn of Moran to you. To overcome the difficulties he was putting 
in our path, I was forced to change him into his present form.” 

“T see,” said Trion. “Then this is the punishment I name for Kappa. He shall 
remain as he is. Perhaps in this form he will better serve the kingdom of 
Athanor, which he has tried so hard to destroy.” 

“A most fitting punishment,” said Alex. 

“And a most interesting tale, I would guess,” replied Trion. “Come, I will call 
Bregnest and the rest of your company to us. We will share a midday meal, and I 
will hear the story of your adventure.” 

Alex walked with Trion back into the city of Athanor, where the crowds were 
all cheering for Trion’s success. 

Bregnest and the rest of Alex’s friends soon arrived at the city and were given 
seats of honor at the king’s table. Bregnest told his cousin about the adventure 


they had been on and all the troubles they had faced in finding the Horn of 
Moran. Trion and his court listened to the story with great interest, and when 
Bregnest reached the end of the story, the entire court broke into joyful cheers 
once more. 

Alex and his friends could now laugh openly about everything that had 
happened. Halfdan insisted that Alex retell the story of changing Kappa into a 
donkey once more, and they all laughed again. 

“You have all done a great service, both to myself and to my kingdom,” said 
Trion when the cheering finally stopped. “I fear that the promised reward is too 
small.” 

“The payment was agreed to,” said Bregnest. “Everything we have done has 
been part of our agreement with you.” 

“Very well then. I will have the payment made ready, and you shall have it 
tomorrow morning.” 

“As you wish,” answered Bregnest, bowing to the king. 

“T will, however, use my right as king to award special honors to each of 
you,” Trion continued. “And I will not forget the noble efforts of your fellow 
adventurers, who renounced the quest that Varson sent them on.” 

After they had eaten, Nellus and his company came to say good-bye to Alex 
and his friends. They would be leaving for their homes in the morning and 
wanted to thank Bregnest’s company once more for their rescue. 

“My friend,” Tara said to Alex, taking his hand in both of hers. “I owe you a 
great deal more than thanks.” 

“Your friendship and happiness are a greater payment than any treasure,” 
Alex replied. “I am sure of your friendship, and I have great hopes for your 
happiness.” 

“You are very kind. If ever you come to my father’s kingdom in Kess, you 
will be well received.” 

“I look forward to that time,” said Alex with a bow. 

Before the companies parted, Tara kissed Alex on the cheek and slipped a 
small silver brooch into his hand. Alex nodded to Tara as she left with the others, 
slightly embarrassed by her kiss. 

“Now Alex will be looking to retire,” said Halfdan, shaking his head. 


“Not any time soon,” Alex replied softly. 
x OK OK 


The next morning, Trion presented the adventurers with their gold, and 
Bregnest commanded that Alex should take the two shares that would have gone 
to Val. Alex accepted without argument, though he would have much preferred 
dividing the shares with the others. Once the gold was divided and stored in their 
bags, Trion led the company to a large field where their horses were grazing. 


Alex was delighted to see so many wonderful horses in one place at one time. 
The only problem he could see was deciding what to do with the three hundred 
and fifty horses that were his. Bregnest laughed and said that he would gladly 
care for Alex’s horses on his own lands. Trion overheard what Bregnest said, and 
in gratitude for Alex’s service, he also offered to care for Alex’s horses on his 
lands. 


Sindar and Halfdan both decided that they had no need for so many horses 
and offered to sell their horses to Alex. After some debate, Alex paid fifteen gold 
coins for each horse and promised a free horse to either of his friends whenever 
they needed one. 


Andy, thinking about his future, made arrangements to return his share of the 
horses to his home in Norsland. He said he thought his family might try raising 
horses because horses were not overly plentiful in any part of Norsland. He was 
also sure that Michael would be angry if he did not return home with the horses. 
This last remark made everyone laugh, including Andy. 

Alex and his friends remained as Trion’s guests for a week. Each night they 
ate with the king, and at each feast at least part of their story was retold. 

One evening during the week, when things were quiet and not many people 
were around, Alex had a long talk with Trion and his most trusted lords. He 
explained that the Horn of Moran was more than just a symbol of the true king, 
it was a guardian object for all of Alusia. 

“Guard the Horn well,” said Alex, looking Trion in the eye. “Sound it at each 
spring festival and again at the harvest festival so all will know there is a true 
king in Athanor. If you do this, your kingdom will be united and grow larger as 
the years pass.” 

Trion thanked Alex for explaining what the Horn really was and promised he 
would do as Alex had said. 

“The people of Alusia have slowly been breaking apart for many years,” said 
Trion. “There are disputes and bitter rivalries in many places. Perhaps, with the 
Horn’s return, our people can come together once more.” 


At the end of their week in Athanor, the company said their farewells to Trion 
and started off once more toward Telous. 

“Why are you returning to Telous>?” Alex asked Bregnest as they left Athanor 
behind. 

“T have to pay Mr. Clutter,” Bregnest answered. “I also need to update the 
files on each of you. And I’d like to talk to Whalen, if he’s around.” 

Alex had almost forgotten that Whalen had never replied to his last message. 
He hoped that Whalen would be in Telous when they arrived so they could 
finally meet, and he decided to send another message to him, just in case. 

“Another adventure is almost over,” said Halfdan as they ate dinner that 
night. 

“Only this chapter of the adventure is over,” said Sindar. “With luck, there are 
still many chapters to come.” 


Chapter Nineteen 


A Wizard’s Staff 


Alex and his friends rode away from Athanor in high spirits. Their adventure 
had turned out well, and they had managed to prevent war in Athanor. Alex felt a 
little sorry for Varson and hoped that someday his honor would be restored. On 
the morning of their third day away from Athanor, Alex received the long- 
awaited letter from Whalen. 


Dear Alex, 


I must apologize for not replying to your previous message. To be honest, 
I decided to use the situation in Athanor as a test for you. I know that may 
seem like a foolish decision on my part, but I did not believe your company 
was in any great danger. If things had gone wrong, I would have been there 
to assist you in a matter of days. 


I will be arriving in Telous in a few days’ time and will wait to meet you 
there. You have done far better than even I expected, and I am both proud of 
and pleased with your success. 


We will have a great deal to talk about when you arrive. 


Yours in fellowship, Whalen 


“So, Whalen was testing you,” said Bregnest when Alex told him about the 
letter. “Wizards have their own ways, I suppose, and their own reasons for doing 
things.” 

“But if the plan hadn’t worked there could have been a war,” said Alex, not at 
all happy about the test. 

“But your plan did work,” said Sindar. “War was avoided and the true king 
remains on his throne. Whalen was correct to trust you.” 

“That doesn’t matter,” Alex said. “What if I hadn’t thought of the plan? Or 
what if Kappa had done things differently? There were all kinds of things that 


could have gone wrong.” 


“Do you think it would have been your fault if war had broken out in 
Athanor?” Bregnest questioned. 


“Well, yes,” Alex replied. 


“Was it you who talked Varson into making a claim on the throne?” Sindar 
asked. 


“No, I didn’t do that.” 


“Was it you who brought armies to Athanor to try to take the throne?” 
Bregnest asked. 


“No, I didn’t do that either,” Alex admitted again. 


“So, if there was a war, why exactly would it have been your fault?” Sindar 
questioned. 


“All right, so it wouldn’t have been my fault,” said Alex with a grumpy sigh. 


“You’ve done a great deal of good and you’re unhappy about it,” said 
Bregnest with a smile. 


“Pm not upset about that,” said Alex, starting to feel foolish. “I’m upset 
because Whalen took a terrible risk and a lot of people might have had to pay for 
it.” 

“And there is the lesson of your test,” said Sindar. “Sometimes others may 
have to pay for our actions, or our inaction. The difference for you is that 
wizards can do great things, and if they are wrong, many more people have to 
pay for their mistakes.” 


Sindar’s words reminded Alex of something he’d learned on his first 
adventure. Accountability and responsibility went with power, and even more so 
with great power. It made perfect sense now that he thought about it, and he felt 
that Whalen had been right to test him. 


Their journey continued without interruption, and Alex’s mood improved as 
they rode toward the great arch. Bregnest entertained the company with stories 
about his own lands, some of which they passed on their journey to Telous. Alex 
was impressed with Bregnest’s descriptions of his lands and thought Alusia 
would be an excellent place to live, if he ever decided to move away from his 
stepfather’s tavern. 

They spent their last night in Alusia camping a short distance from the great 
arch. They had decided to ride to Telous the next morning so that they would 
arrive in time for their midday meal. Alex hoped that he would be able to return 


to Alusia soon, both to see his friends and to see his many new horses. 

“Perhaps you should have chosen a horse or two to take back to Telous with 
you,” Bregnest commented as they sat around the campfire that night. 

“T have the only horse I need,” Alex answered. “Though I suppose someday 
Shahree will grow too old for adventures.” 

“Most horses only make it through three or four adventures,” said Sindar in a 
thoughtful way. “Adventures are harder on the horses than on the adventurers 
who ride them.” 

“And they don’t get to change their age on adventures like we do,” said Andy. 

“Pm quite happy with my present horse,” said Alex, hoping to change the 
subject. 

“And I’m sure she is happy with her present owner,” said Halfdan. 

Alex grinned at Halfdan’s comment, but did not reply. He didn’t want to think 
about going on an adventure without Shahree. He knew that someday he would 
have to, but he hoped that day was far, far away. 

“Tomorrow you will meet Whalen,” said Bregnest with a twinkle in his eye. 
“Tt has been a long time coming.” 

“Tt has,” Alex agreed, trying to hide his excitement. 

“Perhaps he will ask you to travel with him,” Andy commented. “That would 
be an adventure worth going on.” 

“And perhaps Whalen will ask something else of you,” said Sindar, catching 
Alex’s eye. “He may no longer think of you as an apprentice.” 

“T believe Master Vankin still has a great deal to teach me,” said Alex. “As 
I’ve been telling you all for this entire adventure, I’m only a wizard in training.” 

“Tt seems you’ve had a fair bit of training then,” Halfdan laughed. “You’ll be 
taking a staff soon, I would guess.” 

“T will wait until Whalen says I am ready before taking a staff,” Alex replied. 

“And only time will tell when that might be,” said Sindar softly, as if reading 
Alex’s mind. “Though for all that is good in the known lands, I hope that it is 
sooner rather than later.” 

The following day, as the company approached Telous, Alex’s nervous 
feelings grew to a new high. Soon he would be meeting Whalen for the first time 
in person. He felt like he already knew Whalen from all the messages and letters 
they had exchanged and from the stories he had heard about Whalen, but this 


was different. Whalen was known as the greatest wizard alive, and more than 
anything else, Alex hoped that Whalen would ask him to go on an adventure 
with him so that he could continue his training in person and learn by watching 
him work. 

When they finally reached the Golden Swan, Alex was so nervous he could 
hardly move. He had some trouble getting off Shahree, and he stumbled on the 
steps of the Swan. He knew he was being silly, but he couldn’t help it. 

“Bregnest,” a voice called as the company entered the Swan. “Good to see 
you again, my friend.” 

Alex looked over and saw that Whalen was both everything and nothing at all 
like he had expected. Whalen looked old, but not too old; thin, but not too thin. 
He was almost six feet tall with shoulder-length silver-gray hair and a neatly 
trimmed goatee. Alex could also see that he had a great deal of magical power. 

“Whalen,” answered Bregnest. “It has been too long, my old friend.” 


“And this must be Alex,” said Whalen, approaching Alex with his hand 
outstretched. “So good to meet you face to face at last.” 

“A great honor,” Alex managed to say, shaking Whalen’s hand. 

“Oh, perhaps,” said Whalen with a mischievous look on his face. “Though 
perhaps the great honor is mine.” 

“Sir?” Alex asked, not understanding what Whalen meant. 

“Now then, Bregnest, introduce me to the rest of your fine company,” Whalen 
continued, not taking time to answer Alex. “Alex has kept me up with your 
adventure, of course, but now I can ask all those little questions that are best 
asked in person.” 

Bregnest introduced the rest of the company to Whalen, and Whalen greeted 
them all as if he knew them. Alex was relieved to see that his friends were nearly 
as nervous as he was. In fact, Whalen had to take Andy’s hand and shake it 
before Andy would stop bowing to him. 

“Well, now,” said Whalen. “I do hope you’ll allow me to join you for your 
midday meal.” 

“Tt would be both our honor and our pleasure,” Bregnest replied. 

Whalen nodded and waved his hand toward a small dining room set at the 
front of the Swan, where arrangements had already been made for their meal. As 
soon as they were seated, servants appeared with trays of food. 

Whalen was interested in everything Alex’s friends had to say. He seemed to 


be almost overflowing with energy as he asked all kinds of questions about what 
had happened on their adventure. He seemed most interested in the minor points 
that Alex had neglected to mention in his letters, and he listened closely to every 
answer. 

“You turned old Kappa into a donkey?” Whalen laughed. “Exactly what he 
deserved. I’m pleased that Trion saw it that way as well, and chose to leave him 
in that form.” 

“Tt seemed the most fitting thing to turn him into,” said Alex. 

“Of course it was. You have become very good at reading people, Alex. I am 
impressed with your judgment on this adventure.” 

“Thank you,” said Alex. 

“Now, to business,” said Whalen in a slightly more serious tone. “Bregnest, I 
take it you have not had your final feast with this company or declared your 
adventure at an end?” 

“That is correct,” said Bregnest. “I thought perhaps tonight or tomorrow we 
would take care of that final part of our agreement.” 

“Tomorrow night would be better,” said Whalen, looking at Bregnest with his 
eyebrows raised. 


“Then tomorrow night it shall be,” said Bregnest with a slight bow. 


Alex thought it was odd that Whalen wanted them to wait; he wasn’t a 
member of the company, after all. 


“Now then, with your permission, Bregnest. I would like to have a good long 
talk with Alex,” said Whalen. 


“He is free to do as he wishes until tomorrow night’s feast.” 

“Very good,” said Whalen with a nod. “If the rest of you will excuse us. Alex, 
we have a great deal to discuss.” 

Alex was puzzled, but decided that Whalen had his reasons. With a quick nod 
to his friends, Alex followed Whalen out of the dining room and toward the back 
of the Swan. 

Whalen led Alex to a small room with two comfortable chairs, a small table 
with a lamp, and a large fireplace. The curtains in the room were pulled shut and 
the lamp and fire were both burning brightly. 

“Have a Seat,” said Whalen, closing the door behind them. 

Alex sat down in one chair, and Whalen sat in the other chair, looking at Alex 


for what seemed like a long time. 

“I suppose you know what I want to talk to you about,” said Whalen in a 
serious tone. 

“No,” Alex answered nervously. 

“T want to ask you to do two things, and then to let me do a third,” said 
Whalen. “First of all, I want to ask you to take your staff.” 

“A... a Staff?” Alex asked in shock. “But I’m still in training, I still have so 
much to learn.” 

“Exactly. You have learned that you still have much more to learn. That is 
perhaps the hardest thing for any wizard to discover.” 

“I... I don’t understand.” 

“Of course you don’t.” Whalen chuckled. “Thinking that you know 
everything you need to know and that you understand everything that is said is 
what keeps most wizards from ever becoming really great.” 

Alex was confused by the statement, but then felt like a small light suddenly 
came on in his head as he understood what Whalen was saying. 

“The second thing I want to ask you is to swear an oath to obey wizard law,” 
Whalen said. 

“The staff and the oath don’t go together?” 

“Oh, no. Most people who find out that they’re wizards, or I should say 
potential wizards, run right out and buy a staff. Some wait until they’ve had an 
adventure or two, and some wait for an oracle to tell them to buy a staff.” 

“But you told me not to buy a staff,” said Alex, confused. 

“Of course I did. Any fool can buy a staff, and some can even manage a good 
deal of magic with one. You, on the other hand, managed a good deal of magic 
without a staff, which makes your deeds far more impressive.” 

“When do most wizards take the oath?” Alex asked. 

“Many never do,” said Whalen sadly. “You see, the oath is only given to true 
wizards—those who have managed at least four great wizard tasks.” 

“What four tasks have I done?” Alex questioned, thinking back over his 
adventures and wondering what Whalen would consider to be a great wizard 
task. 

Whalen smiled. “Your interest in this matter shows good sense and humility, 
both things that help make a truly great wizard.” 


“But what four tasks have I done?” Alex asked again. “I mean, I know I’ve 
done some good things, but nothing great.” 


“Don’t be too sure about that,” Whalen replied. “The first two tasks were 
completed during your first adventure. Bregnest told me about them after your 
return, and I’ve done some checking since then to make sure he was right.” 


“What did I do?” 


“First, you defeated the wraiths at the ruins of Aunk. Few wizards could have 
done that at all, and fewer still without a staff.” 


“But I didn’t know what I was doing,” Alex protested. “And besides, I was 
only able to defeat the wraiths because of Moon Slayer.” 


“Ah, yes, your magic sword. Personally, I thought having the sword choose 
you should have counted as a task, but the council didn’t agree with me.” 


“The council?” 


“TIl explain that in a minute,” Whalen replied with a wave of his hand. “Your 
second task was killing the dragon Slathbog and destroying his carcass.” 


“Again, that was mostly because of Moon Slayer.” 


“The sword helped, of course,” agreed Whalen. “However, you looked into 
the dragon’s eyes. I know of only one wizard who has ever done that and lived to 
tell the tale. You, however, broke the dragon’s magic and his will—a great task 
indeed. Then you turned him to ash with a single command, which I believe 
should also have counted as a separate task.” 


“Yes, but—” Alex began. 


Whalen held up his hand. “Your third task should have been destroying the 
goblin shaman in Norsland, but I think it best that we keep that quiet for the time 
being. So, your third official task was destroying the lower library of the Tower 
of the Moon and driving away the evil shadow that was trying so hard to get it. 
And your fourth task was stopping a war in Athanor, which could easily have 
spread to other kingdoms in Alusia, as well as to other lands.” 


“But in Athanor I hardly did any magic. It only worked out because I tricked 
Varson into doing what I wanted him to,” said Alex before he could stop himself. 

“You may not have used much magic, but you did display a good deal of 
cunning and common sense. You came up with a plan and made it work.” 

“All right,” said Alex after a few moments of silence. “If you say these are 
great wizard tasks, I will believe you.” 


“Excellent! Now, for the council I mentioned. There are nine wizards on the 
council—myself included—who work to fight evil, help train young wizards, 
and uphold wizard laws.” 


“And this council has decided I’ve managed four great tasks and they want 
me to take an oath?” 


“Yes, we have and we do,” Whalen answered. “As your teacher, I would like 
you to take a staff, and the council would like you to take an oath to obey the 
wizard laws.” 


“And what are these laws?” Alex questioned, worried he might have already 
broken some of them. 


“Oh, they’re simple rules, nothing too difficult to do or too hard to remember. 
The most important part is that you promise not to do evil and that you try to do 
good whenever and wherever you can.” 


Alex sat thinking about everything Whalen had said, and he felt unsure of 
himself. If he accepted his staff, he would be considered a true wizard, and he 
wasn’t sure he was ready for that. He had hoped to continue learning with 
Whalen, but maybe that wasn’t a possibility. 


“T know this is a lot to take in all at once,” said Whalen in a kindly tone. 
“Perhaps you were hoping to continue your studies, or undertake an adventure as 
my apprentice. I, however, believe you are already a true wizard and that it is 
time for you to take your staff. I will always help you if I can. And as your 
sponsor, I will expect you to keep me updated on what you’re doing.” 

“Sponsor?” Alex questioned. 

“Since I’m the one asking you to take a staff, by wizard law, I am responsible 
for you to some degree.” 

Alex didn’t reply, thinking quietly for a time. Whalen and the council 
considered him a wizard. All his friends thought he was a wizard and would 
never listen when he said he was still in training. And he had also called himself 
a wizard several times on this last adventure, so somewhere inside he must 
believe that he was a wizard. 

“You said there was something else,” Alex said slowly. “Something I had to 
let you do.” 

“Yes, if you agree to take a staff and swear the oath, I would like to place a 
spell on you—the Rel O’Gash,” said Whalen. 

“What kind of spell is it?” 


“One that will help you control your O’Gash,” Whalen answered and then 
smiled at the puzzled look on Alex’s face. “O’Gash is an ancient name for a 
wizard’s inner eye—his sixth sense. A wizard’s O’Gash helps him know things, 
like when someone is lying to him. It also gives you warnings when something 
is wrong, and sometimes can give you knowledge that you didn’t have before. 
You’ve already used your O’Gash, Alex. The spell will simply help it grow 
stronger and help you understand it better.” 

“T have found magic when I needed it,” Alex said slowly. “I’ve used spells 
that I’ve never read or heard before. They just came to me when I needed them.” 

“That is your O’Gash helping you. I would have explained this to you sooner, 
but I honestly didn’t think your O’Gash would grow as strong as it is so quickly. 
In fact, you are something of a surprise to the council.” 

“Tam?” 

“Tt doesn’t often happen,” Whalen said slowly, “but every now and then a 
person is born who, like you, can use a high level of magic, even without 
training. You have learned everything I’ve given you much faster than any 
normal apprentice would, and you have found magic when you needed it most. 
The council and I agree that you may, in fact, be wizardborn.” 

“Very well,” said Alex, taking a deep breath. “I will do as you ask—I will 
take a staff. I will also swear the oath and agree to obey wizard law. And 
whenever you are ready, I will let you put the Rel O’Gash on me.” 

“Well done, well done indeed. I am pleased with your decision.” 

“What now?” 

“Now we go to Blackburn’s so you can summon your staff,” replied Whalen. 

“Summon a staff?” 

“Of course,” said Whalen, getting up and moving to the door. “You could take 
just any staff, of course, but if you summon one, it will work better for you. 
We’ll take care of the Rel O’Gash later tonight, once you have your staff.” 

“I’m not supposed to talk about the Rel O’Gash, am I?” Alex asked, already 
knowing the answer. “I mean, not with anyone but you or another wizard.” 

“T see your O’Gash is already teaching you,” Whalen replied with a nod. 

Whalen led Alex out of the Swan and into the streets of Telous while he 
explained about summoning a staff. There was a simple spell that would call 
forth the staff best suited for Alex. It was also a useful spell to know, Whalen 
explained, in case you dropped your staff and needed it in a hurry. 


“Master Vankin. Master Taylor,” said Mr. Blackburn as Alex and Whalen 
entered his shop. “A great honor to have you both here.” 

Alex had been to Mr. Blackburn’s shop once before when he had bought 
Moon Slayer. He liked Mr. Blackburn, and he liked looking around his shop 
even more. 

“We’ve come to get my friend a staff,” Whalen said enthusiastically. 

“Course you have,” said Mr. Blackburn with a nod. “Knew he’d be back for 
one. Said so in the book.” 

“May we see the staffs you have?” Whalen asked. 

Mr. Blackburn bowed and led Alex and Whalen to a back room of the shop. 
Alex was surprised to see at least a hundred staffs lined up, all made of different 
woods and metals, and all giving off a little bit of their power. He could feel the 
magic in the room. He looked around the room with wide eyes, wondering 
which staff might be the best one for him. 

“Whenever you’re ready, Alex,” Whalen said quietly. 

“Are you sure there’s one here for me?” Alex asked. 

“Oh, yes, I’m sure of it.” 

“What if there’s more than one?” asked Alex, imagining all the staffs in the 
room suddenly landing on top of him. 

“That would be unlikely,” Whalen said thoughtfully. “There have been a few 
cases where two staffs were summoned, but that was a long time ago.” 

Alex nodded and stood for a moment without moving. He knew without 
being told that this was one of the most important moments of his life. He was 
about to summon his staff and become a true wizard. Slowly he raised his hands 
and repeated the spell Whalen had taught him. 

To Alex’s shock and surprise, the moment he finished the spell, three staffs 
jumped from the wall and moved across the floor to stand directly in front of 
him without any support. 

“Oh, my,” said Whalen, sounding almost as surprised as Alex felt. “Well, this 
is something, isn’t it?” 

“Did I do something wrong?” 

“No, you did it exactly right,” Whalen replied. “Let me see what we have 
here.” 

Whalen began walking back and forth, looking at the three staffs. Alex’s 


nervous feeling reached a new high, and he wondered for a moment if he should 
change his mind about taking a staff. 

“Oak and gold,” said Whalen. “A fine-looking staff. And yes, holly and silver, 
an excellent staff. Well, ironwood and true silver, a strange combination, but 
another wonderful staff.” 

“Should I try again?” Alex questioned. 

“No, there won’t be any need for that. It looks as if the staffs will have to 
compete.” 

“Compete?” 

“Yes,” Whalen replied in a thoughtful tone. “You will use each staff to do the 
same magical act. The staff that does the best job will be the one for you.” 

“And if they are all the same?” 

“Well, that’s hardly likely,” said Whalen. Then he stopped to consider the 
question for a moment. “Of course, if they do, that will be interesting, won’t it?” 

Alex didn’t answer, afraid to ask what Whalen might mean by interesting. 

“Well, come along,” said Whalen. “Bring the staffs. I think we’ll step outside 
for this. Pll ask Mr. Blackburn to help me judge.” 

Alex collected the three staffs and followed Whalen outside. He wondered 
what kind of magical act Whalen would ask him to do and how Whalen and Mr. 
Blackburn would judge the results. 

Whalen turned to face Alex. “Pick one staff and lay the others aside for now.” 

Alex kept the oak and gold staff in his hand and leaned the other two against 
the wall of Mr. Blackburn’s shop. 

“Now, Alex, I want you to use your staff and change this large rock here into 
solid gold,” said Whalen, as if his request was perfectly normal. 

Alex looked at the rock. It was nearly three feet tall and almost as long. He 
wondered how Whalen would know if it was solid gold or not. Putting the 
thought out of his mind, he concentrated on the task at hand. After a few 
seconds, he touched the rock with the bottom of the staff. 

“Oh, well done,” said Whalen. “Mr. Blackburn, what do you think?” 

“Well, I don’t know if it’s gold all the way through,” Mr. Blackburn replied. 
“But it looks like it’s all gold on the outside.” 

“All right, Alex,” Whalen continued. “Now use your staff to change the gold 
into a dog.” 


Alex was surprised by the request, but he didn’t ask any questions. Once 
more he focused his mind, and after a moment, he touched the rock a second 
time with the staff. 


“A golden retriever, how fitting,” said Whalen with a chuckle. “Mr. 
Blackburn, what do you think?” 


“Looks all dog to me,” said Mr. Blackburn, patting the dog on the head. 


“All right, Alex,” said Whalen. “Now turn the dog back into the original 
rock.” 


Once more Alex did as he was told. Even though he liked the dog and didn’t 
really want to change it back, he knew that it was really a rock. 


“Now use your staff to send a large red fireball into the sky,” Whalen ordered. 
“Have it explode and vanish when it reaches about a hundred feet up or so.” 


Once more Alex did as he was told, and after a few moments of thought, an 
enormous bright-red fireball shot from the head of the staff. When the fireball 
was a hundred feet in the air, a tremendous explosion shook the ground under his 
feet and rattled the windows of Mr. Blackburn’s smithy. 


“Very well done,” said Whalen. “That should wake up the people of Telous.” 


Whalen asked Alex to change staffs and repeat the process. To Alex’s surprise 
and confusion, he managed the exact same results with both of the other staffs. 


“I never seen anything like this before,” said Mr. Blackburn, rubbing his 
head. “There’s no difference between them and that’s a fact.” 


“T agree,” said Whalen, smiling but sounding slightly troubled. 
“Perhaps some other task would work better,” Alex suggested. 


“No, I believe it would be the same,” said Whalen. “This is strange, but it has 
happened at least once before.” 


“Tt has?” 


“Well, once that I know of,” Whalen answered. “Of course that was before 
my time, but the incident is well-documented.” 


“What do we do now?” Alex questioned, hoping the answer would be simple. 
“Conflagration,” Whalen answered, and Mr. Blackburn let out a loud gasp. 
“What’s that?” Alex questioned. 


“Tt’s a magical command that will combine all three staffs into one,” Whalen 
said slowly. “I’ve never seen it used, of course, but I’m quite sure you can 
manage it.” 


At this point Alex wasn’t sure he could manage anything at all. He didn’t 
comment on his own doubts, however, but listened closely as Whalen whispered 
the command in his ear. 


“Concentrate on all three staffs joining together,’ Whalen added as he took a 
step back. 


Alex summoned all three staffs once again so they were standing in front of 
him. He closed his eyes for a few seconds, trying to focus all of his energy. 
Opening his eyes, he looked at the three staffs and, when he was ready, he 
thought of the command Whalen had whispered to him. 


The three staffs moved slowly toward each other until they touched. Alex 
could feel heat coming from the staffs, but he continued to concentrate as hard as 
he could. The heat continued to grow, and Alex thought he could smell smoke. 
Suddenly there was a blinding flash of pure white light and only one staff 
remained. 

“Amazing,” said Mr. Blackburn, a look of wonder on his face. “Never 
thought I’d see such a thing in all my days.” 

“Few people have,” said Whalen. “In fact, my dear Mr. Blackburn, we three 
are the only ones to have seen something like this in more than a thousand 
years.” 


Alex’s thoughts remained fixed on the staff in front of him. It looked 
completely different from any of the three staffs he started with, though 
strangely the same. The new staff was made of some black and shiny wood with 
interwoven patterns of true silver and gold wrapped around it. 

“Go ahead,” said Whalen, looking at Alex. “Take your staff, my friend.” 

Alex reached out and took the staff in his hand. A strange feeling of warmth 
filled him, and the staff seemed to shiver slightly at his touch. He looked at 
Whalen, then at Mr. Blackburn, then back at the staff. This was something he’d 
never expected, but something he was very happy about just the same. 

“Don’t forget to pay Mr. Blackburn,” Whalen reminded Alex. 

Alex nodded and asked Mr. Blackburn how much he owed him. 


Mr. Blackburn, who seemed even more shocked than Alex, had some trouble 
deciding on a price. In the end, with a little help from Whalen, they agreed on a 
price, and Alex paid Mr. Blackburn for his wonderful new staff. 
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“Well, the council will certainly be interested in this turn of events,” said 
Whalen as he and Alex walked back to the Golden Swan. “A most impressive 


feat indeed. It may count as your fifth great wizard act.” 
“T don’t think taking a staff should count as a great wizard act.” 


“Well, perhaps not,” Whalen agreed. “But that decision will be up to the 
council.” 

“When do I take the oath?” Alex asked as he and Whalen entered the Golden 
Swan. 

“Tomorrow night, during your company’s final feast,” said Whalen. “I will 
ask them all to be witnesses for you. It will put a nice end on your latest 
adventure.” 

Alex nodded. He was eager to take the oath to obey wizard law. After all, he 
was one step closer to being a true wizard. 


Chapter Twenty 


A New Beginning 


So, you’ve taken your staff,” said Sindar when Alex and Whalen entered the 
main bar at the Golden Swan. 


“T have,” said Alex, grinning from ear to ear. 

“Tt’s about time,” Halfdan added, stepping forward to shake Alex’s hand. 
“Tve been wondering when you’d get around to it.” 

“And I’ve been wondering why Whalen made him wait so long,” said 
Bregnest, shaking Alex’s hand as well. 

“All things in time,” said Whalen. 

Andy was too amazed to even speak, and he simply shook Alex’s hand. 

“Tt’s all right,” Alex said. “You don’t need to say anything.” He was still 
having a little trouble believing he had taken a staff. He couldn’t stop smiling. 

“A real wizard,” Andy finally managed to say. “Imagine—me being friends 
with a real wizard.” 


Alex laughed. He knew Andy had always considered him a real wizard, but it 
seemed that Alex’s taking a staff had finally allowed Andy to say the words out 
loud. 


“Well now,” said Whalen after the congratulations had ended. “I have 
something to ask each of you, and I hope you will all agree.” 

“How may we be of service?” Bregnest asked. 

“Tomorrow night, at your company’s final feast, I would like you all to be 
witnesses for Alex,” answered Whalen. “I will be taking Alex’s oath as a true 
wizard.” 

“We would be honored,” said Bregnest, bowing to both Whalen and Alex. 

“T know you can answer for your company, Bregnest, but still I must ask each 
of you to answer for yourselves,” said Whalen. “After all, it’s not a simple thing 
to be a witness.” 

“Do they have to do something?” Alex questioned, surprised by Whalen’s 
comment. 

“Nothing difficult,” Whalen answered. “They will sign a document saying 
that they are witnesses, and their files will be updated to show as much.” 


“Why would that be important?” Alex asked, puzzled. 


“So other adventurers will know that they are your witnesses, of course,” said 
Whalen as if that explained everything. 


“Witnesses for a wizard are often given greater preference for adventures,” 
Sindar explained. “Your honor will shine on us because we have ridden with 
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you. 


After all of Alex’s friends agreed to witness for him, Whalen turned to 
Bregnest. “I suppose it’s time for our evening meal. Pll need to speak with Alex 
again once we are done.” 


The company and Whalen enjoyed a long and somewhat rowdy meal. Later, 
Whalen led Alex to the back room of the Swan. Once they were seated, Whalen 
told Alex more about the wizard laws and about the responsibilities that went 
with being a wizard. They talked late into the night, and Alex learned a great 
many new things. 

At one point when Whalen had paused in his explanation, Alex asked him a 
question that had been on his mind for some time. “Do you remember the ring I 
recovered on my first adventure?” 

“Yes, you’ve told me about it,” said Whalen. 

“Townan said she couldn’t tell me what the ring was. When I asked if she 
didn’t know what the ring was or if she just couldn’t tell me, she said she 
couldn’t tell me.” 

“That is common with oracles,” replied Whalen. “They always know more 
than they are willing to say.” 

“Can you tell me what the ring is?” 

“T’m sorry, Alex, I have no idea what it might be. However, if Iownan advised 
you to keep the ring safe, but not use it, I would heed her instruction. She has her 
reasons.” 

“Pm not in any rush,” said Alex. “I’ve wondered about it and thought that 
you might know something about it.” 

“T understand completely. Perhaps someday Iownan or some other oracle will 
tell you what the ring is. When that happens, you might let me know as well.” 

Alex felt that Whalen was the only person he’d ever met who truly 
understood him. It seemed strange in a way, as the two of them had only really 
met that day. 

“Oh, yes,” said Whalen suddenly. “You’ll want to keep your staff in your bag 


while in Telous, and of course when you’re at home.” 

“Why?” 

“Well, in Telous, you really have no need of the staff and carrying it around is 
considered a bit showy, if you know what I mean.” 


“And at home?” 


“Well, I think you’d look very odd walking around your stepfather’s tavern 
with a staff,” Whalen laughed. “And your stepfather might faint if you came 
home carrying one. You’ve only been on two adventures, after all.” 


That night, Alex thought about what Whalen had told him about wizard law 
and being a wizard. Whalen had also given him a lot of advice on how to choose 
his adventures in the future. Whalen had also worked the Rel O’Gash spell, and 
Alex could already feel it working. His mind seemed more organized than it had 
been, and he could recall the things Whalen had said with ease. 


The next morning after breakfast, Whalen once again took Alex to the back 
room to talk. Whalen taught Alex several more things, including the spell he had 
been unable to share with Alex during his journey down the Mountains of the 
Moon. By midday Whalen was finishing giving Alex instructions and advice. 


“You should spend the afternoon thinking,” said Whalen as they left the small 
room together. “You need to consider what the oath means and be sure that 
you’re ready to accept it.” 


Alex nodded. Whalen was right, of course; he had a lot to think about. 
Whalen had explained so many things in such a short amount of time that Alex 
wanted some time to sort them all out. He needed some time alone, time to think 
about what he was and where that might lead him. 


After eating the midday meal with his friends, Alex returned to the small 
room alone. He considered what it meant to be a true wizard, wondering if he 
was really ready for the burden. He had only been on two short adventures. 
Wizards were revered; they were expected to know things and to be wise. In the 
end, he decided that all wizards had to start somewhere. 


Alex was surprised when Whalen knocked on the door to tell him it was time 
for the company’s final feast. The afternoon had slipped away, but Alex had 
made up his mind. He would take the oath, and do everything he could to keep 
it, whatever his future held. 


As Alex entered the dining room with Whalen, his friends stood and bowed to 
both of them. Alex felt slightly embarrassed by the attention, but he didn’t say 


anything. Whalen led him to the head of the table and indicated that he should 
remain standing. 


“Alexander Taylor,” said Whalen, turning to face him. “You have taken your 
staff and agreed to take the wizard’s oath. Do you do this of your own free will?” 


“I do,” Alex answered. 


“Will all those gathered here as witnesses acknowledge that he takes this oath 
of his own free will?” Whalen asked, turning to the company. 


“We will,” Alex’s friends all replied. 

“Present your staff,” Whalen commanded. 

Alex took his new staff from his magic bag and held it out toward Whalen. 
Whalen did not touch the staff, but looked at it closely. 

“Alexander Taylor, do you swear by your staff that you will obey the wizard 
laws?” 

“I swear by my staff,” answered Alex, a tingling sensation running through 
him as he spoke. 

“Will the witness testify?” Whalen asked, continuing to look Alex in the eye. 

“We will,” his friends answered 

“As a member of the council of wizards, I, Whalen Vankin, accept the oath of 
Alexander Taylor,” said Whalen, his eyes shining with happiness. “I name you a 
true wizard and a friend of the council of wizards.” 


Alex smiled and bowed to Whalen. Whalen returned his bow, and the 
company all cheered. Alex was now as much a wizard as any wizard could ever 
be. 


“A fitting end to this adventure,” said Bregnest as Whalen and Alex took their 
seats. “If there are no questions or disputes, I will call our agreement fulfilled.” 


None of the company spoke so Bregnest went on. 
“Our agreement is complete, and another first-class adventure is over.” 
“And a new adventure begins for our wizard friend,” said Sindar. 


Alex and his friends laughed, and Bregnest rang the bell to call the servants. 
Their final feast was long and full of conversation and storytelling. Alex knew 
he would soon be leaving his friends once more, but he hoped he would see them 
all again soon. 


As they were finishing their meal, Alex learned that most of his friends would 
be leaving for home the next morning. Halfdan, Andy, and Sindar would all be 


riding to the great arch together. Bregnest would be going to Mr. Clutter’s shop 
with Alex. Whalen said he would wait at the Swan for Bregnest’s return, before 
traveling to Alusia. 

“You know,” said Whalen looking at Alex. “You might want to start thinking 
about moving to one of the known lands.” 


“Moving?” Alex questioned. 


“You won’t be staying with your stepfather forever,” said Whalen in a kindly 
tone. 


“But [ve only visited three of the known lands, and then only for a short 
time.” 


“Tt’s only a thought. You don’t have to move right now, or even decide on a 
land this minute. And you can always move again, if and when you feel like it.” 


“T did rather like Alusia.” 


“As do I,” Whalen replied. “It would be nice having you close as well. If you 
like, I'll keep an eye out for a suitable place for you. You know, a small farm or 
something.” 

“Would you?” Alex thought the idea sounded wonderful. Of course, he would 
have to talk to Mr. Roberts about it, but he felt sure that his stepfather would 
accept whatever decision he made. 

“Pd be happy to,” Whalen said. “As I said, it would be nice having you 
close.” 

They finished their feast but none of them wanted to say goodnight or good- 
bye. They remained at the table for a long time, talking about what they would 
do next, and eventually their good-byes were put off until the following 
morning. 

“Thrang will be pleased when I tell him you’ve taken your staff,” said 
Halfdan the next morning at breakfast. “Though he’ll be disappointed that he 
wasn’t here to see it.” 

“Tt’s his own fault for trying to retire,’ Alex answered. “Though I’d guess 
he’s not completely retired yet.” 


“He’s got an adventure or two left in him,” said Halfdan with a wink. 

“Skeld and Tayo will be green with envy,” said Andy. “This might put an itch 
in them to go on another adventure.” 

“Tell them they’d better get permission from Lilly and Indigo first,” said 
Alex. “Give my best to your family, will you, Andy?” 


“I will,” Andy promised. “And Michael will be pleased to hear about your 
staff, I’m sure.” 

“And you, Sindar,” said Alex. “Are you returning to the dark forest?” 

“I am. And I’m sure Calysto will be pleased with all I have to tell her.” 

“Give her my best,” said Alex. “And greetings to Iownan and Osrik if you 
happen to see them.” 

“Tm sure I will,” Sindar replied. “Take care, my friend. May we ride together 
again one day.” 

“As long as there aren’t so many goblins next time,” Alex laughed. 

Sindar smiled, and then leaned close so that only Alex could hear what he 
said. “I’ve been thinking about our discussion—the one about the pendant I 
wear. If you like, I can try to find out what your father did for the order.” 

“Would you?” 

“T can try,” Sindar answered. “Such questions are not often asked, and even 
less often answered, but I can try.” 

“Please do,” said Alex. “And let me know if there’s anything I can do to 
help.” 

“Until we meet again, my friends, be well,” said Sindar, winking at Alex. 

With those final words, Halfdan, Andy, and Sindar climbed onto their saddles 
and rode away from the Golden Swan. Alex waved to them as they went, and 
then turned to look at Bregnest. 

“How are we getting to Mr. Clutter’s?” he asked. 

“Through the wardrobe,” Bregnest sighed. 

Alex said good-bye to Whalen, promising to keep in touch with him as often 
as he could. He felt sad at the parting, sadder even than leaving his friends 
behind. He had only been face to face with Whalen for two days, but he felt like 
he’d known him all his life. 

Whalen smiled and promised to keep an eye out in Alusia for Alex’s new 
home. As he took Alex’s hand to say good-bye, he spoke in a lowered voice. 
“We will meet again, my friend. And perhaps we will even share an adventure 
some day.” 

Alex bowed to Whalen, and then followed Bregnest back into the main lobby 
of the Golden Swan. 

Bregnest sat down and said, “Clutter’s adventure shop.” He vanished. 


Alex followed Bregnest’s example and as soon as he had repeated, “Clutter’s 
adventure shop,” everything went dark around him. For a minute he felt 
confused, and then he saw the open door of the wardrobe in front of him. 


“Back again,” said Mr. Clutter as Alex stepped out of the wardrobe. “And 
another successful adventure, if I do say so myself.” 


“Very successful,” replied Bregnest. “We’ve completed our quest, and Master 
Taylor has taken his staff.” 


“How wonderful,” said Mr. Clutter, beaming at Alex. “I knew he would one 
day, but after only two adventures, that is outstanding.” 


“You are most kind,” said Alex. 


“Not at all,” Mr. Clutter went on. “This is truly amazing. I’m sure you’ll be in 
great demand for future adventures.” 


“Perhaps,” Alex allowed. 


“I suppose you’ ll want to change, then,” said Mr. Clutter. “Pll just let you get 
on with it. And Pl collect the files for you, Master Bregnest.” 


Alex watched as Mr. Clutter hurried from the room, just as he always seemed 
to do. Alex changed back into his old clothes and looked at himself in the mirror. 
He had to laugh at his strange appearance. He had gotten so used to being in his 
adventurer’s clothes that his reflection looked odd to him. 


“Heading back to your stepfather’s tavern?” Bregnest asked as Alex emerged 
from the changing room. 


“For now. Though Whalen did suggest I think about moving to a known 
land.” 


“Did he suggest which land?” Bregnest questioned with interest. 

“I rather liked Alusia,” answered Alex. 

“You would be most welcome there. And it would put you closer to Whalen.” 

“Tt would, if he stays home,” said Alex. “But he did say he’d keep an eye 
open for me.” 

“Then I will also keep an eye open,” said Bregnest. “I would like to thank you 
for all you did on this adventure, Alex.” 

“You have thanked me enough already. You’ve thanked me so many times 
that I’m starting to think I did something extraordinary.” 

“You did several extraordinary things on this adventure, just as you did on 
your last adventure.” 


“T did have some help. I was lucky enough to have some good friends along 
with me.” 

“T hope that we will ride together again someday,” said Bregnest, looking a 
little sad. 

“As do I, my friend. And I hope that day is not too far off.” 

“Well then,” said Bregnest awkwardly, “I suppose you’d best be off.” 

“Yes,” said Alex, shaking Bregnest’s hand. “And if Whalen finds me a new 
home, I’ll be sure to let you know.” 

“You had better,” Bregnest laughed. 

Alex said a final good-bye to Bregnest and left the shop before Mr. Clutter 
could return. He had a great deal to think about, and Mr. Clutter’s fast talking 
would only confuse his mind right now. 

Alex wandered back up Sildon Lane, wondering how Mr. Roberts would react 
to everything he had to tell him. He knew his stepfather would be pleased with 
the story of his adventure. Alex hoped that Mr. Roberts wouldn’t be too upset 
about his plans to move to Alusia, but there was no rush to discuss that. 

Alex turned the corner that led back to the Happy Dragon and laughed out 
loud. He had all day to decide what to tell Mr. Roberts; he had returned on the 
same morning he had left. For now, he was happy to simply go home and take 
some time to think about his future. 


Reading Guide 


1. At the beginning of the story, Mr. Roberts talks to Alex about teamwork 
and the importance of being part of a team. He reminds Alex that he doesn’t 
have to do everything, and that other people on the team need to help out as well. 
How important is teamwork in your life? How important is it to include 
everyone on your team? 


2. Early in the adventure Alex runs into a bully named Otho. Have you ever 
had problems with a bully? Later in the story, Alex turns Otho into an ox, but we 
can’t do that to bullies in our world. How can we deal with bullies in our own 
lives? How can we help other people who are being bullied? 


3. Alex sometimes has a hard time controlling his emotions. He almost loses 
his temper several times even though he knows something terrible could happen 
if he does. Do you ever have trouble controlling your emotions? Have you ever 
lost your temper and then later regretted what happened? 


4. Alex is given a list of things to do that will help him control his emotions, 
including his temper. What kind of things can you do to control your emotions? 
Are there other emotions besides anger that need to be controlled? 


5. Sedric Valenteen tells the others that he has a hard time trusting people 
because he was once betrayed. Have you ever been betrayed by someone you 
trusted? Does a bad experience like being betrayed make it harder for you to 
trust other people now? 


6. Bregnest tells Val that honor is saying you will do something and then 
doing it. What do you think Bregnest means? What other ways are there to be 
honorable? What do you think honor really means? 


7. The brownies in the enchanted woods refuse to accept any kind of payment 
for their help. They say that because Alex and Sindar let them help they have 
already been repaid. What do you think they mean? Have you ever helped 
someone and felt that being able to help was the best payment you could ever 
get? 

8. Bregnest feels that his honor has been damaged because of the choices Val 
made. Have you ever felt that your honor or reputation was damaged by 
something other people have done? How do the actions of your friends and 
family affect you? How do your actions affect your friends and family? 


9. Alex is willing to fight a war for what he believes is right. What would you 
be willing to do for something you believe is right? 


10. Pride is mentioned several times in the story. Alex fears that his growing 
pride about being a wizard might be considered evil. The bully Otho thinks he is 
better than others because of his father’s position in the town. Varson’s pride 
makes him believe that he is the true king. How can pride help us? How can 
pride hurt us? Are there different kinds of pride? 


11. Whalen Vankin tells Alex that he is responsible for him to some degree, 
because he is the one asking Alex to become a true wizard. Are there people who 
are responsible for you and the things you do? Are you sometimes responsible 
for other people and what they do? 
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Chapter One 


A New Quest 


The heat from the furnace was intense. Alex stood close, sweat dripping off 
his nose as he watched the small porcelain bowl filled with several lumps of 
true-silver ore. He was working in the smithy that his father had installed inside 
his magic bag, but no matter how hot the furnace got, the ore in the bowl simply 
would not melt. Alex moved back to the workbench, checking the book he’d 
been reading. 


Alex had taken up working in the smithy as a hobby on the advice of his 
teacher, Whalen Vankin. 


“Focusing on something nonmagical will give you a chance to work with 
your hands as well as relax your mind,” Whalen had said. “If you think about 
magic all the time, you might not notice the normal things that are going on 
around you.” 


As Alex reread the page that explained how to work with true silver, he heard 
an odd tutting sound. He straightened up and looked around the room. The 
furnace hissed, the bellows pumped, and the true silver remained unchanged. He 
returned to the book, but he’d already read the information three times. He 
snapped it shut in frustration. 


Another sound met his ears: a soft humph. He looked at the furnace again, but 
nothing had changed and the sound wasn’t repeated. He moved closer, checked 
the status of the true silver again, and finally shut off the waterwheel that worked 
the bellows. The smithy was quiet, except for the furnace that continued to hiss 
and moan as it cooled. 


Alex carefully removed the bowl from the furnace and poured the lumps of 
true silver onto the sand-covered table. He tried to bend the lumps or twist them 
—he even took one piece to the anvil and hit it with a hammer—but nothing he 
did made a dent. 

The tutting sound came again, much louder now that the waterwheel and the 
bellows had stopped. Alex felt someone—or perhaps something—was watching 
him. Turning slowly, he scanned the smithy. He was alone, but the feeling of 
being watched remained. 


“Who’s there?” Alex asked out loud. 


Silence. 


“I know there’s someone there,” said Alex. “You might as well speak up 
because I will find you, one way or another.” 


He heard a soft humph from the far side of the room, a humph that said, “I 
doubt it.” 


“Come now, show yourself,” said Alex. “I won’t hurt you.” 
Again there was no reply. 


Alex sent out a bit of magic to search the room as he tried once more to coax 
the hidden watcher out. “I’m being as nice as I can about this. Please, show 
yourself before I have to force you into the open.” 


The silence remained, but Alex’s magic had found something. There was a 
small creature standing behind the books on the far side of the room. Alex had 
no idea what the creature was, but he didn’t think it was dangerous. 


“Very well, if you will not show yourself, I will have to use magic to force 
you into the open,” said Alex. 


Another loud humph, which Alex took to mean, “I don’t believe you will 
succeed, but feel free to try.” 


“You asked for it,” Alex muttered. 


Alex remained still and silent, letting the magic he had used to find the 
creature form into a magical rope around the creature’s legs. As the rope took 
shape, Alex added a little more magic to the spell, but the creature must have 
noticed what was happening because there was a gasp, followed by the sound of 
running feet. Alex was ready. The magic rope pulled tight, lifting the creature 
into the air and whisking it toward a large empty table in the middle of the room. 
Alex watched as his captive floated upside down above the tabletop; it looked 
like a nine-inch-tall dwarf. 


“Gear offva me! Let go!” the creature shouted. “I’ve done nothing wrong. I 
claim the right of sanctuary in this bag!” 

“The right of sanctuary? Who are you, and what are you doing here?” Alex 
questioned. 

“I might ask you the same thing,” answered the creature. “Pll answer to 
Master Joshua and none other.” 

“Joshua?” 

“The master of the bag, Joshua Taylor,” said the creature, looking at Alex 
suspiciously. “I demand to see the master of the bag.” 


“Pm the master of the bag,” said Alex. “I’m Alexander Taylor, Joshua 
Taylor’s heir.” 


“If you’re the heir, then you should know who and what I am,” said the 
creature hotly. “Master Joshua wouldn’t have given his bag to an heir and not 
told him about us.” 


“My father didn’t tell me anything about his bag,” said Alex. “He died when I 
was just a baby.” 


“Died? What do you mean died? I don’t believe it, not one word of it,” 
shouted the creature. 


“It’s true—” said Alex. 

“Prove it,” the creature interrupted. 

“Prove what?” 

“T want proof that Master Joshua is dead and that you are, in fact, his heir.” 
“T can give you my word.” 


“Ha! A likely story. Just what a bag thief would say. ‘Give you my word,’ 
indeed. What’s the word of a bag thief worth?” 


“Tm no thief,” said Alex angrily. “I give you my word that what I’ve said is 
true, and if you are foolish enough to doubt the word of a wizard then I’ ll have to 
expel you from my bag.” 

“A wizard you say? Ha! Oh, you’ve got some magic in you that’s plain 
enough to see, but you’re no wizard. You’re far too young; you’ve no staff and 
no familiar. You’re not even wearing one of those funny robes that so many 
wizards like to wear.” 


“Silence,” Alex demanded. “I am Alexander Taylor, wizard and adventurer. I 
am the son and heir of Joshua Taylor, and I do have a staff.” 


“Oh, do you now? Well then, Mr. Wizard, be so good as to show me your 
staff.” 


“All right, Pll go and get it.” 
“Go and get it, he says,” the creature sneered. “As if a wizard needs to go and 
get his staff. Ha!” 


Alex frowned at the insult. He’d only been a wizard for a couple of months, 
and he didn’t need his staff very often. Especially when he was home and not on 
an adventure. 


He closed his eyes for a moment, remembering the spell that would summon 


his staff to his hand. Opening his eyes, he held out his right hand, releasing the 
magic at the same moment. There was a sound like a rushing wind, and Alex’s 
staff appeared in his open hand. 

The creature gasped, and Alex almost burst out laughing as its eyes grew 
large and its mouth tried to fall open but failed because he was still upside down. 

“Oh, sir, a thousand apologies,” the creature stammered as Alex finally turned 
him right side up and released him. “I had no idea, I mean, Master Joshua never 
said—” 

“Yes, I’m sure my father didn’t get a chance to say a lot of things,” said Alex. 
“Now, will you tell me who and what you are?” 

“Pm Bobkin,” said the creature, snapping to attention. “Master smitty and 
keeper of the sanctuary.” 


“Master smitty?” Alex questioned. 

“Yes, sir.” Bobkin smiled with pride. “We’re magical folk that work in 
smithies. I’m not surprised you’ve never heard of us—not many people have. 
You may have heard of our cousins, though, the cobblers.” 

“Cobblers? Oh, the little people who help make shoes,” said Alex. 

“Shoes are what they are most known for, but they do all kinds of leather 
work. None better in the known lands,” said Bobkin. 

“So you do the same kind of thing, only with smithing work,” said Alex. 

“We do.” 

“And you live here in this bag?” 

“As keeper of the sanctuary, I have to stay,” answered Bobkin. “Of course, 
that could change now, what with Master Joshua gone.” 

“Why would that change?” 

“Your father was a kind man, sir, and he allowed us to set up a sanctuary here 
in his magic bag,” said Bobkin. “Smittys won’t work just anywhere; we have to 
be invited. And the smith doin’ the inviting has to have some talent for the work. 
He has to see the work as something more than just a job. It takes the right 
attitude to be a great smith, and if a smith doesn’t have it, we won’t stay. There 
are times when we have no place at all to live.” 

“They have to see smith work as an art,” said Alex in a thoughtful tone. 


“Yes, an art,” Bobkin agreed. “Smith work can be one of the greatest arts, but 
so few smiths see it that way.” 


“T think I understand,” said Alex. “So you had nowhere else to go and my 
father let you stay in his bag.” 

“Yes, sir, he did,” said Bobkin. “Only now he’s not here, and since the bag is 
yours, it’s up to you if we Stay or go.” 

“We?” Alex questioned. “How many of you are there?” 

“There are only three of us here now, but there have been as many as twenty 
in the past. We live in the room behind the secret door,” said Bobkin, pointing to 
the far side of the room. 

“What secret door?” 

“The bookshelf in the far corner,” said Bobkin. “I can show you if you wish.” 

“Maybe later,” said Alex, not wanting to be distracted from the conversation. 

“And the sanctuary?” Bobkin questioned. 

“I suppose you’d better keep it,” said Alex. “I’m sure my father had good 
reasons for letting you stay, and I won’t go against his wishes.” 

“Oh, thank you, sir, thank you,” said Bobkin. “We are forever in your debt, 
and...” 

“And?” 

“Well, beggin’ your pardon, sir, but if you’d like some instruction or help with 
your smithing work, we’d be only too happy to assist you,” Bobkin said in a 
slightly nervous tone. 

“T could use some help,” Alex said, glancing toward the true silver on the 
table. 

“Not many know how to work the true silver,” said Bobkin. “The trick is to 
heat it slowly. If you put too much heat on it too fast, it hardens even more than 
it was to start with.” 

“Really? That’s not what the book said.” 

“T suspect that whoever wrote that book knew more about writing then they 
did about smithing,” said Bobkin with a snort. “Let me introduce you to my 
cousins and then we can discuss the art of working true silver.” 

Alex nodded, and Bobkin puffed up and let out a long, loud whistle. A 
moment later, the bookshelf at the back of the smithy moved slightly, and two 
small figures came hurrying out of the hidden room, one leading the other. They 
both stopped abruptly at the sight of Alex. 

“Tt’s all right,” Bobkin said, gesturing them forward. “This is Master Joshua’s 


son and heir. He said we can keep the sanctuary.” 
“Thank goodness for that,” said the smitty in the lead. 


“Master Alexander Taylor,” said Bobkin. “Let me introduce you to my 
cousins, Belkin and Dobkin.” 


“A great honor,” said Belkin with a bow. 
“Dobkin!” Dobkin shouted at the wall. 


“Um, well, don’t mind Dobkin,” Bobkin said quickly. “He had a bit of an 
accident and hasn’t been himself for some time. ’Course, he’s getting better. He 
remembers his name now.” 


“Tt’s about the only thing he remembers, actually,” Belkin said. 
“What happened to him?” Alex questioned. 


“We’re not sure,” said Bobkin. “Near as we can tell, he got hit on the head 
with an anvil.” 


“Or maybe a large hammer,” Belkin added. 

“Ts he all right? I mean, is there anything I can do?” Alex asked. 

“Ah, most kind, but Dobkin’s fine, or he will be,” said Bobkin. 

“Dobkin!” Dobkin shouted at the table. 

“Bobkin’s right. If you set Dobkin to work on something simple, he’ll make a 
proper job of it,” said Belkin. “I just wish he’d stop shouting his name at 
everything.” 

“Maybe you’d better take Dobkin back to the sanctuary,” Bobkin suggested. 

“Do accidents like Dobkin’s happen very often?” Alex questioned as Belkin 
guided the confused smitty toward the bookshelf. 

“No, not often,” Bobkin answered. “And I’m sure Dobkin will come out of it 
sooner or later.” 

“T hope so,” said Alex. “He doesn’t look like he can take care of himself.” 

“He’ll be fine—especially under the protection of the sanctuary,” said 
Bobkin. “Now, about working with true silver.” 

Alex was soon deep in discussion with Bobkin about working not only with 
true silver but also with all kinds of other metals. The smitty was a fountain of 
information, and Alex had to ask him to slow down once or twice while he got 
things straight in his mind. Their discussion went on for a long time, and only 
ended when Alex’s stomach grumbled and he realized how hungry he was. 

“PII come back and practice as soon as I can,” Alex promised as he prepared 


to leave. 


“Whenever you have time, Master Alex,” said Bobkin with a wave. “We’ll be 
here, ready and willing to help.” 


As soon as Alex left the magic bag and returned to his room, he heard a loud 
dinging noise and saw a bottle-necked geeb waiting on his desk. The strange 
bowling-pin-shaped creature balanced on the edge of the table, tilting slightly to 
one side on its single birdlike leg. 


“Oh, sorry, have you been waiting long?” Alex questioned. 
“Ding.” 

“Couldn’t you have delivered the message to me inside my bag?” 
“Honk.” 

“You can’t enter magic bags?” 

“Ding. Honk.” 


Alex thought for a moment, trying to understand the conflicting answers. 
“You can enter a magic bag, but only if I give you permission to do so?” he 
ventured. 


“Ding.” 

“Then I give all geebs permission to enter either of my magic bags to deliver 
and take messages from me,” said Alex. 

“Ding.” 

“Do you have a message for me today?” 

“Ding.” 

“May I have it, please?” 

“Ding.” The geeb produced a large envelope. 


Alex recognized Whalen Vankin’s handwriting on the envelope, and he 
quickly tore it open to read the letter inside. 


Dear Alex, 


I’ve been invited to join a new adventure in Thraxon but find that I don’t 
have the time. I’ve suggested to the leader of this adventure that you might 
be willing to take my place. If so, please meet the leader tomorrow morning 
at ten o’clock at Mr. Clutter’s shop. 


I don’t know all the details of this adventure, so if, after your meeting, you 
don't like the sound of it, don’t go. After all, it’s an invitation and not a 
demand. I would, however, ask that you let me know what you decide 
regarding the adventure, and, that, if you go, you keep me updated as to 
your progress. 


Yours in fellowship, 
Whalen 


P.S. The council was very impressed when I told them about your staff. We 
are considering it as your fifth great wizarding task. 


P.P.S. I know we talked about your coming to live in Alusia, and I’ve found 
a wonderful place for you, if you are still interested. Think about it, and let 
me know. 


Excitement flooded through Alex. This was an opportunity to go back to the 
magical lands that had become an important part of his life—a chance to explore 
a new place, meet new friends, and hopefully reunite with some of his old 
friends. He felt honored that Whalen had suggested him as a replacement, and he 
hoped the adventure would be an interesting one. 

He had a different feeling, though, when he read the second P.S. The idea of 
living in Alusia made him nervous and happy. Whalen had mentioned the 
possibility after Alex’s last adventure, but Alex had thought it would be some 
time before anything actually happened. 

The geeb dinged loudly, interrupting his thoughts. 

“Sorry,” said Alex, looking at the geeb. “Have you been paid?” 

“Ding.” 

“Waiting for an answer, then, are you?” 

“Ding.” 

“All right, hang on a minute.” 

Grabbing some paper, Alex quickly wrote a note to Whalen. He said that he 
would be happy to meet the leader of this new adventure and at least listen to 
what he had to say. He also thanked Whalen for suggesting him and promised to 
send updates if he accepted the adventurer’s bargain. He hesitated for a moment 


and then added that he would need to think about the move to Alusia but that 
he’d let Whalen know as soon as he’d decided. 

“Can you take this to Whalen Vankin>?” Alex asked, holding the letter out for 
the waiting geeb to take. 

“Ding,” the geeb answered and accepted the letter. 

“And here is your payment for my reply,” added Alex, tossing a fair-sized 
diamond in the air. 

“Ding.” The geeb caught the diamond in midair and then produced several 
gold and silver coins as change. 

With a small popping sound, the geeb disappeared, leaving Alex alone to 
consider Whalen’s letter. Alex wanted to tell his stepfather what was happening 
and ask for his advice about moving to Alusia, but it was already late, and Mr. 
Roberts was probably in bed. The conversation would have to wait until 
morning. 

OK KK 

“But you’ve only been back two months,” said Mr. Roberts the next morning 
when Alex told him about the adventure. “Most adventurers take at least three to 
six months off between adventures, sometimes even longer.” 

“Yes, but I’m not just an adventurer anymore,” said Alex. 

“True, true,” said Mr. Roberts. “I suppose wizards aren’t normal adventurers. 
I’m just worried you might be doing too much. Back-to-back adventures, and 
plans to move to Alusia? That’s a lot to deal with, even for a wizard.” 

“Pm sure Whalen knows what he’s doing,” said Alex. “I feel ready for a new 
adventure, but if this adventure doesn’t sound good, I won’t go. I can wait 
awhile before deciding about Alusia.” 

“T don’t want you thinking you have to move just because Vankin suggested 
it,” said Mr. Roberts. “You’ve got a lot going on, Alex. Whatever you do, make 
sure it is something you want to do, and then make sure that you are ready to do 
it.” 

“TIl be fine,” said Alex. “And I’Il try not to overdo anything.” 

“All right, then,” said Mr. Roberts. “And if you do decide to move to Alusia, 
you’ll always be welcome here—even if you just need a place to rest for a time.” 

“Thank you,” said Alex with more feeling than he’d ever said it before. 

After breakfast, Alex left his stepfather’s tavern and headed to Mr. Clutter’s 
adventure shop. He knew he’d be early for his appointment, but he wanted some 


time to talk with Mr. Clutter before meeting the leader of this new adventure. 

“Back so soon, Master Taylor?” questioned Mr. Clutter as Alex entered the 
shop. 

“I was asked to come,” said Alex. “Master Vankin has asked me to stand in 
for him and at least listen to the leader of a new adventure.” 

“Oh, yes, of course,” said Mr. Clutter. “But I’m sorry to say that the leader of 
that particular adventure has just gone in with someone else, so they might be 
awhile.” 

“Tm a bit early,” said Alex, checking the clock on Mr. Clutter’s wall. “I was 
hoping you might have a few minutes to tell me what other adventures are 
getting started right now.” 

“Other adventures?” Mr. Clutter questioned. “But if you’ve been asked to go 
on this one...” 

“T’ve been asked, but I’m not sure Pll be going,” said Alex. “I thought it 
would be a good idea to see what else is happening, just in case.” 

“Ah, sound wisdom, that,” said Mr. Clutter. “I’ll fix some tea and we can 
have a chat. Unless, of course, you’d like something besides tea?” 

“Whatever you have will be fine,” answered Alex. 

Mr. Clutter hurried from the room, but was back almost immediately, carrying 
his large silver tea set. He started talking about adventures even before he’d 
seated himself behind the counter. 

Alex was used to the way Mr. Clutter often carried on, and he sat back and 
listened to everything the adventure salesman had to say. 

“Oh, now that’s odd,” Mr. Clutter said as he shuffled through some papers. 

“What’s that?” Alex questioned. 

“Ah, well, an adventure has been requested, but with a high level of secrecy 
attached to it,” said Mr. Clutter in a slightly nervous tone. “Not that being 
secretive is so strange.” 

“No, I’m sure a lot of adventures are that way,” said Alex. 

“Exactly. No, the odd thing is that the requester is asking that no one from 
Thraxon be told about this adventure. Now that seems very odd to me, as 
Thraxon is where the adventure is going to take place.” 

“That is strange,” said Alex. “But as I’m not from Thraxon, could you tell me 
as much as you can?” 


But before Mr. Clutter could say much about the adventure, a familiar voice 
interrupted them. 


“T’m sure you’ll like the rest of our company,” the voice said from the back of 
the shop. “A good group so far, and I have great hopes that our seventh member 
will be a wizard.” 


“T’m sure the group will be fine,” answered a second voice. 


Alex recognized the first voice as his friend Thrang, and he wondered why 
Whalen hadn’t told him that the dwarf would be leading the adventure. 

“All settled, then?” asked Mr. Clutter as Thrang emerged from behind the 
curtains. “Anything else you need?” 


“We are all set, thank you,” said Thrang, turning to look at Mr. Clutter and 
spotting Alex instead. “Alex! I mean, Master Taylor. So good to see you again.” 


“No need to be so formal,” Alex laughed, moving forward to shake Thrang’s 
hand but getting a bear hug instead. 


“Well now, as you’re here, allow me to introduce Mistress Katrina Dayyed,” 
said Thrang, nodding to the young woman who’d followed him through the 
curtains. “She goes by Kat, and she comes from Barkia. Kat, allow me to present 
my friend, Master Alexander Taylor.” 


“The wizard,” Kat said, bowing to Alex. 


“A pleasure,” said Alex, returning the bow. He couldn’t help but notice the 
faint glow of magic around her. 


“Well,” said Thrang, looking quickly from Kat to Alex and back. “I suppose I 
should explain this adventure to Master Taylor, then.” 


“As you wish,” said Alex. 


“T will see you in Telous,” Kat said to Thrang. “I have much to do before this 
adventure begins.” 


“Yes, yes, of course,” said Thrang, bowing slightly as Kat left the shop. He 
turned to Alex. “Now then, Alex. Shall we?” 


“After you.” 


Thrang led Alex to the hidden rooms at the back of the shop. They both 
settled into the comfortable chairs. 


“So, tell me about your staff and everything that’s happened since we parted 
company,” Thrang said. 


“The adventure first,” said Alex. “We will have time to catch up after.” 


“As you wish,” Thrang said, stroking his beard. He paused to gather his 
thoughts. “This adventure is a quest to recover the Ring of Searching, which has 
been lost for almost two thousand years.” 


“Two thousand years?” Alex repeated in surprise. 


“T really shouldn’t say lost,” said Thrang. “The owner of the ring didn’t lose 
it, after all. And two thousand years sounds like a long time, but to dwarfs it’s 
only, oh, ten generations—more like two hundred years to humans.” 


“T never thought of it like that,” said Alex. “So, why do we need to look for 
this ring if it isn’t really lost?” 

“A good question,” said Thrang. “Albrek, the ring’s owner, is who we are 
really searching for. Well, the tomb of Albrek would be even more correct. You 
see, Albrek was a great dwarf lord. In fact, because of the Ring of Searching and 
its ability to find new mines, Albrek was one of the richest dwarf lords.” 


“Find new mines?” 


“Of course,” said Thrang with a grunting laugh. “You can only mine in one 
place for so long before the mine runs out of whatever is in it. Albrek’s ring was 
used to find new mines—the best mines. Albrek went looking for new mines 
about two thousand years ago and he hasn’t been seen since. Now the primary 
mines of Thraxon are beginning to dry up, and King Thorgood—the ruler of the 
dwarf realm of Thraxon—wants the ring to find new mines.” 

“Surely your people can find mines without the ring,” said Alex. 

“Of course we can,” said Thrang. “But it takes a lot of work and only about 
one in twenty mines found that way is a really good mine.” 

“T see,” said Alex, considering everything Thrang had told him. “Do you have 
any idea where the tomb of Albrek might be?” 

“Details are a bit sketchy, to be honest, but we know the three places that 
Albrek had planned to look for new mines. Of those three, we’ve narrowed it 
down to the best one. Of course, he may have looked somewhere else, but at 
least we have a starting point.” 

“How many adventurers are going on this quest?” 

“Seven,” Thrang answered. “Including our friend, Arconn. I’ve also talked 
King Osrik into letting young Thrain come with us. You’ve already met Kat, of 
course. And I believe you met Master Nellus on your last adventure.” 

“Tt seems there is only one adventurer left for me to meet,” said Alex, 
laughing. “Though I don’t know Nellus very well, and I only just met Kat.” 


“That may be,” laughed Thrang, “but I’m guessing you know more about her 
than most would even after so short a meeting.” 


“Yes,” said Alex, remembering the magical aura he’d sensed around her. “Kat 
is a seer. I think she will be very helpful on your adventure.” 


“You sound as if you’re not coming along,” said Thrang, worried. 


“T haven’t decided yet. I haven’t heard about the agreement, yet, and Whalen 
advised me to think carefully before agreeing to anything.” 


“Master Vankin is most wise,” said Thrang. “It was out of respect for him that 
I asked him to join our quest, but I am happy he passed the request on to you.” 


“Then the agreement, if you please,” said Alex. 


“Since you are a wizard and a warrior, I can offer you five shares in twenty- 
two,” said Thrang, sounding concerned that Alex might not agree. “The primary 
treasure for this quest is not set. King Thorgood has promised one-tenth of all 
profits from all new mines found with the ring within the first five years.” 


“That could be a huge amount of treasure,” said Alex, stunned by the 
generous offer. 


“Yes, it could,’ said Thrang with a nod. “And there’s a good chance of 
secondary treasure as well. Anything we find along the way or in Albrek’s tomb 
is ours to keep. We will divide all secondary treasure equally between the 
company.” 

“And how will the primary treasure be paid?” Alex questioned. “I mean, how 
will Thorgood deliver so much treasure over five years?” 


“That is a bit of a problem,” Thrang admitted. “Thorgood has agreed to either 
deliver each member’s share to Telous on a yearly basis or to hold their shares in 
Thraxon for them. And, remember, the payment isn’t just for five years, it’s for a 
share of all the mines found in the first five years after the Ring of Searching is 
returned. The mines will likely produce for several hundred years, probably 
much longer than that, so the shares will be delivered to named heirs for as long 
as the mines remain active.” 


Alex thought for a long time before speaking. The amount of treasure they 
were talking about was almost beyond reason. He didn’t really need any more 
treasure, but he did wonder about Thorgood’s arrangements. There was also 
something else about Thraxon he wanted to know, something to do with the 
secret adventure Mr. Clutter had mentioned, but he decided that now wasn’t the 
right time to ask, and the thought slipped to the back of his mind. 


“Very well,” said Alex. “Before I agree, I must ask something of you.” 


“Tf it is in my power, I will do whatever you ask,” said Thrang in a serious 
tone. 

“T still carry five lost bags. One of the heirs lives in Thraxon, or so the bag 
maker told me. I would like to return the bag to the lost adventurer’s heir if I 


33 


can. 

Thrang nodded solemnly. “We will make time for that noble deed. Do you 
know where the heir lives?” 

“In the city of Kazad-Syn,” said Alex. “Do you know it?” 

“I do,” said Thrang. “Kazad-Syn is one of the largest dwarf cities in Thraxon. 
We will almost certainly pass through it on our quest. You will easily be able to 
return the bag.” 

“Then you had best show me where to sign,” said Alex. “Then we can go to 
Telous, and I can answer all your questions about my latest adventure.” 

“Wonderful,” said Thrang. “I am pleased and proud that you’ll be coming 
with us.” 

Alex signed the agreement. He was excited to be going on another adventure 
and happy that so many of his friends would be joining him. Thrang led Alex 
back to Mr. Clutter’s office, handed Mr. Clutter the signed agreement, and asked 
him to file it for him. 

“Another adventure is under way, ” Mr. Clutter said happily. 

“Which way, then?” Thrang asked, cutting off Mr. Clutter before he could get 
going. 

“The back door, I think. Unless, of course, you’d rather use the wardrobe.” 

“The back door will be fine,” Thrang said quickly. “The wardrobe always 
ruins my appetite.” 

“Very well, then,” said Mr. Clutter, moving to the back of his shop to open the 
door for them. “I wish you the best of luck. I’m sure you will find success.” 

“Thank you,” said Thrang with a bow as he stepped through the doorway. 

Alex didn’t say anything, but simply smiled at Mr. Clutter before following 
Thrang. Almost instantly, he was standing in a green field just outside of Telous. 
He took a deep breath of fresh air and almost burst into laughter. It was time to 
Start a new adventure. 


Chapter Two 


Reunion 


So, you’ve taken your staff,” said Thrang as he and 
Alex walked toward Telous. 


“Whalen thought I should,” Alex said with a shrug, “so I did, though I must 
admit, I wasn’t as sure as Whalen was.” 


“If Whalen Vankin thinks you’re ready for a staff, you’re ready,” Thrang said 
matter-of-factly. “Old Vankin knows more than most.” He sighed. “Halfdan told 
me a little about your last adventure. I wish I’d been able to go with you.” 


“How is your cousin Halfdan?” Alex questioned. “Why isn’t he coming along 
on this adventure?” 


“Halfdan’s taking my place as minister.” Thrang laughed. “Somebody had to 
take over the trade agreements with Vargland, after all.” 


“And is he happy about that?” Alex asked, remembering how Halfdan had 
laughed at the thought of Thrang as a minister. 


“Not really. He’ll be in charge of the trade expedition and all the details, 
which he is nervous about. Still, the job will be good for him, I think—teach him 
a bit of responsibility. And he will get to travel to Vargland, which will make 
him happy.” 


Alex and Thrang talked as they continued to walk. Thrang seemed completely 
happy to discuss the business in the dwarf realms and didn’t ask Alex about 
himself or his new status as a true wizard. Alex was relieved because that meant 
he could answer all of his friends’ questions at one time when they reached the 
Golden Swan. 

“Alex!” an excited voice called as Alex and Thrang approached the Swan. 

Alex’s young dwarf friend, Thrain, rushed down the tavern steps, but at the 
bottom, he suddenly skidded to a stop and looked completely unsure of what to 
do next. Alex could see that Thrain hadn’t changed much since he’d last seen 
him in Vargland, and he had to smile at Thrain’s boundless enthusiasm and 
excitement. 

“T see that my friend the oracle told you what you wanted to hear,” said Alex. 

“Oh, yes,” Thrain said happily. “I was going to tell you before, but the oracle 
said not to.” 


“You were wise to listen,” said Alex. “And now you’re off on your first 
adventure.” 


“Yes,” said Thrain breathlessly. “Master Silversmith has been kind enough to 
accept me on this adventure. He’s also been very generous by helping me 
prepare and buying all of my equipment.” 


“Spending more of your fortune on first-time adventurers, I see,” said Alex, 
winking at Thrang. “Which reminds me, I still owe you for my first adventure.” 


“A debt you have repaid several times over,” answered Thrang with a laugh, 
gently patting the magic bag at his side. “After all, we did collect a fair amount 
of treasure on our last adventure together. Most of it because of you, I might add. 
And I don’t have you and Andy to help me spend my gold anymore.” 


The three of them climbed up the steps of the Golden Swan and entered the 
tavern. Alex looked around, hoping to see his elf friend Arconn, but the main 
room was empty. 


“We’ll meet the others for the midday meal,” said Thrang, walking toward the 
bar. “And you can tell us about your last adventure once we’re all together.” 


Alex relaxed next to Thrang at the bar and asked Thrain about the dwarf 
realm of Vargland and for news of the friends Alex had made there during his 
first adventure. Thrain told him that King Osrik, who was Thrain’s grandfather, 
was still uncomfortable with all the ceremony that went along with being king, 
which didn’t surprise Alex at all. Umbar and his family were doing well since 
Alex had returned his father’s lost magic bag to him. Thrain also told Alex that 
hundreds of people had started moving east now that the evil dragon Slathbog 
had been destroyed. 

“T met your friend, Sindar,” said Thrain. “He told us a little about your last 
adventure. Did you really kill all those goblins?” 

“We really should wait for the others,” said Alex. “But, yes, we did kill quite 
a few goblins in Norsland.” 

Alex could see that waiting until midday before asking questions was going 
to be hard for Thrain. He fidgeted in his chair and kept looking toward the front 
door as if hoping the rest of the company would appear. Thrain’s excitement 
reminded Alex of his own first adventure, and he smiled to himself. 

Fortunately for Thrain, the wait was not a long one. The other members of the 
company soon arrived, and Thrang immediately led them all to a private dining 
room in the back. 
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“Master Taylor, I believe you know everyone here except Barnabus,” said 
Thrang after introducing Kat to the rest of the company. 

“Barnabus Martin,” a man said, extending his hand. “I’m from Neska, and I 
am very honored to meet you.” 

“The honor is mine,” said Alex, shaking Barnabus’s outstretched hand. 

Thrang seemed a little unhappy that Barnabus hadn’t waited for the formal 
introduction, but didn’t say anything. Instead, he simply rang the bell that would 
bring their meal. 

“We’ll talk about our upcoming adventure this evening,” said Thrang. “For 
now, I think many of us would enjoy hearing about Alex’s last adventure.” 

“And I have a few questions for all of you as well,” said Alex. 

Alex spent most of the meal answering questions and telling stories. Thrang 
and Arconn had the most questions because they had known him longest, but 
even Thrain and Nellus asked several questions. It wasn’t until they had almost 
finished their meal that Alex managed to ask his friends about themselves. 

“T wish I had been able to join your last adventure,” said Arconn. “I would 
have liked to seen Skeld and Tayo tamed.” 

“As would I,” Thrang added with a grunt. “Though Halfdan has told me all 
about the weddings and about what you did in Oslansk.” 

“T did only what was needed,” said Alex with a laugh. “And I believe it has 
done some good.” 

“A great deal of good, I should think,” Thrang agreed. 

Alex stood from the table. “My apologies, but there is another friend I would 
like to see as well.” 

“Shahree is fine,” said Arconn with a knowing smile. 

“T’m sure she is, but I would like to see her all the same,” said Alex, and he 
excused himself from the company. 

Alex left the Golden Swan through the front doors and walked quickly to the 
stables. A soft whinny greeted him as he entered, and he smiled as he moved 
toward his horse. 

“Ah, Shahree,” Alex said to his silver-gray horse. “I hope you are well rested 
and ready for the road once more.” 

Shahree whinnied again and nuzzled his shoulder. Alex had missed his horse 
as much as he had missed his other friends, maybe even more. For several 


minutes, he stood stroking her neck and remembering their travels together. He 
was fond of Shahree, but he worried that she might be getting too old for 
adventures. She was a good horse, but Alex knew she couldn’t go on forever. 


After making sure Shahree had plenty of food and water, Alex returned to the 
Swan. The group had finished eating and were discussing some last-minute 
preparations for the adventure. Arconn needed some new clothes and invited 
Alex to join him. Thrang, Nellus, and Barnabus were heading for the 
blacksmith’s shop so Thrain could buy his first weapon. Kat had already left, 
though she hadn’t said where she was going. 


“You are a true wizard now,” Arconn said, walking beside Alex. “Whalen 
must be pleased.” 


“He is.” 
“And he asked you to take his place on this adventure?” 


“He said he didn’t have time right now,” answered Alex. “He didn’t say why 
he didn’t have time, but that’s not unusual.” 


“T’m sure he’s busy with other matters.” 
“Whatever his reasons, I’m glad he asked me to fill in.” 


Alex and Arconn continued to talk while they were shopping for clothes. 
After buying several new sets of clothes and two new pairs of boots, Alex felt 
that he was ready to go. As he and Arconn left the clothing shop, however, he 
saw something that made him change his mind. 


“Td like to stop at the apothecary’s shop and buy a few things,” said Alex. 
“Just in case.” 


“Your study of potions has been progressing, then?” said Arconn. “Have you 
tried many of the potions from the book Iownan gave you?” 


“A few. I haven’t had the time or the ingredients to try most of them.” 
“Then might I suggest a stop at the bag maker’s first?” 
“Why? Do you need a new room?” 


“No, but you will be able to keep fresh ingredients longer if you have a 
greenhouse,” Arconn said with a smile. 


“That’s an excellent idea,” said Alex. 

“How is your dragon’s bane plant doing?” Arconn questioned in a low voice. 
“Tt’s grown quite a bit. It seems to be thriving inside my bag.” 

“The magic in the bag is probably helping,” said Arconn. “Though a 


greenhouse may allow it to bloom.” 


“That would be good,” said Alex, remembering how useful the dragon’s bane 
plant had been in the past. 


Alex and Arconn made a detour to the bag maker’s shop, talking as they 
went. The bag maker was pleased to see them both and quickly added a 
greenhouse and a second expanding room to Alex’s bag, which now had ten 
rooms in all. Arconn asked Alex about the extra room as they left the shop. 


“On my last adventure there were times when it would have been very useful 
to have a second expanding room,” Alex said. 


“Surely you haven’t gathered that much treasure already,” Arconn said, 
sounding serious, but smiling. 


“No,” Alex answered. “Though I have quite a bit more than you might guess. 
My father’s bag already held a large amount of treasure, which I haven’t had 
time to sort and move.” 


“Your father?” Arconn questioned, looking confused. 


As they walked back to the apothecary’s shop, Alex explained what had 
happened after his first adventure and what he had learned about his father and 
his stepfather both being adventurers. 


“I see,” said Arconn thoughtfully. “I do remember an adventurer named 
Taylor, though I never traveled with him.” 


“He went on many adventures,” said Alex proudly. “Mr. Roberts told me 
about a few of them already.” 


“Mr. Roberts,” Arconn repeated. “That name also sounds familiar. I’m sure I 
never traveled with him either, but still, they are both somehow familiar to me.” 


“They are common names,” said Alex. “I’m sure there have been other 
adventurers with similar names.” 


“Pm sure,” said Arconn, still looking thoughtful. “And, of course, there are 
many adventurers whom I have never met.” 


Alex entered the apothecary’s shop and was amazed by what he saw. The 
shop was much larger than it looked from the outside, and it was filled with rows 
and rows of fascinating and magical items. Alex wandered up and down the 
aisles, collecting items that he’d only read about until now. It wasn’t long before 
he had a massive pile of things sitting on the shop’s counter, and the apothecary 
was looking happy, but a little troubled as well. Alex knew several of the items 
he wanted to buy could be dangerous, if not downright deadly. Fortunately, he 


knew how to use all of them—or at least most of them—and he wanted to have 
as many supplies available to him as possible on his adventure. 

Once Alex had gathered his supplies, he asked the shopkeeper about live 
plants. The shopkeeper nodded and led Alex and Arconn through a back door 
into a huge greenhouse. It was warm and damp inside, and it smelled like 
springtime. With Arconn’s help, Alex quickly found several plants for his own 
new greenhouse, and he added them to the items already on the counter. 

“A strange selection,” said the apothecary, looking over the items Alex had 
chosen. “I would say you are either a healer or a wizard.” 

“Both,” said Alex. 

The apothecary looked at Alex in disbelief. “Well then, you’!l know Ill need 
to see your staff before I can sell you any of this.” 

“As you wish,” said Alex, reaching for his magic bag. 

He withdrew his black staff that had been woven with silver and gold patterns 
and showed it to the apothecary. 

“Oh, my, yes, of course.” The apothecary’s face turned red. “My apologies, 
Master Taylor, I didn’t know it was you.” 

“No apology is necessary,” said Alex. “How could you have possibly known 
who I am?” 

“Master Vankin mentioned . . . I mean, I heard that you... um, well...” the 
apothecary stammered. 

“Tt seems your reputation has preceded you,” Arconn said to Alex in a low 
voice. 

“Tt’s quite all right,” Alex said to the shopkeeper. “No harm has been done.” 

The apothecary swallowed and said, “Let me see, some of these items are a 
bit expensive. Would you prefer to buy them or trade for them?” 

“Trade?” 

“T am always looking for supplies for my shop,” said the apothecary. “Some 
items are extremely hard to come by. If you like, I’ll give you a list of items that 
are always in short supply.” 

“That would be nice,” said Alex. “I might have something to trade, Mr.—?” 

“Oh, I’m sorry,” the apothecary said brightly. “I haven’t introduced myself. 
I’m Treevander Fern.” 

“Mr. Fern. I do have something you might find of interest.” Alex reached for 


his magic bag again and extracted his dragon’s bane plant, which had grown to 
the size of a small bush. 

“Oh! Oh, my,” said Mr. Fern, his eyes growing large. 

“T don’t want to trade the entire plant,” Alex said quickly. “However, I could 
divide it and let you have half.” 

“You are most kind,” Mr. Fern beamed. “Dragon’s bane is incredibly hard to 
come by, after all. I mean, a single seed is worth at least ten gold coins—if you 
can even find one—and a flower . . . well, I haven’t seen a flower in years.” 

“Sadly, I don’t have any seeds or flowers at the moment,” said Alex. 
“However, with proper care, I’m sure you could coax this plant to bloom in 
time.” 

“Yes, yes, of course,” said Mr. Fern. “Let me get a pot and then we’|l discuss 
prices.” 

As Mr. Fern rushed off to find a pot, Alex heard Arconn laughing quietly. 

“What’s so funny?” 

“T fear your treasure room is about to grow larger,” said Arconn. 

“Why?” 

“The dragon’s bane plant is worth much more than all the items you’ve 
selected,” said Arconn. “Even a plant this small could make an apothecary rich.” 

“I see,” said Alex. “I knew it was rare, but I didn’t think it was that valuable.” 

Mr. Fern quickly returned, smiling and looking from Alex to the dragon’s 
bane plant. 

Alex nodded and carefully divided his plant into two large pieces. Shaking 
the loose dirt from one of the pieces, Alex handed it to Mr. Fern. 

Mr. Fern carefully put his half of the plant into its new pot. Brushing the dirt 
from his hands, he said, “I suppose a price needs to be agreed upon.” 

Alex nodded, taking into consideration what Arconn had told him about the 
plant’s worth. After several minutes of discussion, and a few remarks from 
Arconn, Alex and Mr. Fern shook hands on a price. Alex stored all of his new 
items in his magic bag, while Mr. Fern hurried to the back to get the money he 
owed Alex. 

“I didn’t think Pd make money on this trade,” said Alex, slightly 
embarrassed. 

“Tt is a fair price,” Arconn said. “Hopefully, Mr. Fern will have success with 


this plant, and it will not be so rare in the future.” 


“That would be nice,” Alex agreed. “The plant has wonderful healing powers 
and is useful in dozens of potions.” 

“T know a few of them,” said Arconn. “Though I will not pretend to be an 
expert on potion making.” 

Mr. Fern soon returned, carrying two bags with him. “One hundred gold in 
each. And as much again if and when the plant blooms.” 

“You are most generous,” said Alex, accepting the two bags. 

“Not at all,” said Mr. Fern. “A fair price and a wonderful trade. Now, let me 
see. Yes, here is a list of items that are always in demand at my shop. You can 
trade them at any apothecary shop in the known lands, but I would be in your 
debt if you could bring any items you find here to trade.” 

“Thank you very much,” said Alex, taking the list from Mr. Fern. “I will. And 
when I return to Telous, I would like to see how your new plant is doing.” 

“Yes, of course. You are always welcome here, Master Taylor.” 

Alex returned his staff and the gold to his bag and said good-bye to Mr. Fern. 
He was pleased with the trade and hoped that Mr. Fern’s half of the dragon’s 
bane plant would thrive. As they left the shop, Arconn looked over Mr. Fern’s 
list of items. 

“He was good enough to suggest trade values,” Arconn said, handing the list 
back to Alex. “Not all apothecaries are so honest.” 

“You’re not thinking of changing professions, are you?” said Alex. “It looks 
like good money can be made by supplying apothecaries.” 

Arconn laughed, but did not reply. Alex, of course, knew that Arconn had a 
great deal of treasure in his magic bag and that money was not a concern for the 
elf. The two of them walked back to the Golden Swan, talking casually. 

As they waited for the rest of the company to return for the evening meal and 
the official start of the adventure, Alex told Arconn more about his last 
adventure. He told Arconn about the brownies he had met and how they had 
helped save the adventure. Arconn laughed at the story and promised not to 
mention the brownies to anyone. 

“So, you’ve met Sindar,” Arconn said when Alex had finished his story. 

“Do you know him?” Alex asked. 

“No, though I do know about him, as he is well-known among all the elves.” 


“T thought he might be,” said Alex. “I could tell that he was old, even for an 
elf.” 


“Indeed he is,” said Arconn. “Sindar is one of the eldest who still remain in 
the known lands.” 


Alex and Arconn’s discussion about Sindar was interrupted as the rest of the 
company appeared. Thrang led everyone back to the dining room they’d used 
earlier that day. Thrain seemed happier than he had been before, if that were 
possible, and Alex guessed that he had found an excellent weapon at Mr. 
Blackburn’s. Thrang took his seat at the head of the table and gestured for 
Arconn to sit at his left and Alex at his right. Once the entire company was 
seated, Thrang cleared his throat. 


“You all know the goal of our adventure,” said Thrang. “We have one first- 
time adventurer with us, so I will ask you all to help him learn as much as he 
can. Master Taylor is also carrying a lost bag and wishes to return it to the 
adventurer’s heir, who lives in the city of Kazad-Syn. Since we will pass through 
the city as we travel, I have promised Alex time to return the lost bag.” 

Thrang paused, letting his words sink in. Returning lost bags was the sworn 
duty of all adventurers as well as an honor and a burden. 

After a moment, Thrang rang a golden bell. Servants appeared carrying 
pitchers. They filled mugs for the entire company, then left the pitchers on the 
table and departed. 

“T will ask you all to drink with me,” Thrang said, raising his mug. “To the 
adventure, to the bargain, and for luck.” 

“The adventure, the bargain, and luck,” the rest of the company repeated, and 
they all drank from their mugs. 

“We leave for Thraxon in the morning,” said Thrang, setting his mug back on 
the table. He rang the bell once more, and the servants instantly appeared with 
their meal, departing as quickly as they had come. 

“Arconn told me this is your first time as a leader,” Alex said softly to Thrang 
as they ate. “I’m honored to be going with you.” 

“You are very kind, my friend,” said Thrang. “I never thought I’d be leading 
an adventure, you know, but King Thorgood insisted.” 

“I suppose this means you won’t be retiring anytime soon,” Alex said with a 
smile. 

“Perhaps not,” said Thrang. “Though I might follow Skeld and Tayo’s 


example and find myself a wife. It’s time I started thinking about an heir.” 


“Don’t tell Halfdan.” Alex laughed. “He was very disturbed by the lovestruck 
way Skeld and Tayo acted when we saw them in Norsland.” 


Thrang chuckled but didn’t reply. Alex turned his attention to his meal and 
the rest of the company. Nellus asked a few more questions about Alex’s last 
adventure. Kat seemed interested in hearing more about Alex’s friendship with 
Whalen and wanted to know about the acts of wizardry he had done before 
taking his staff. Barnabus and Thrain were both happy to just listen, though 
Thrain would often blurt out a question in pure excitement. As they finished 
their meal and started for the door and their beds, Alex pulled Nellus aside. 


“How is Tara?” Alex asked softly. 


“Much happier since she met you, my friend,” said Nellus, his eyes shining 
brightly. “I’ve never seen such a change in a person, and I’m very glad for it.” 


“As am I,” said Alex. 


The two of them hurried to catch up to their companions, who had already 
moved out of the dining room. Alex would be sharing a room with Thrain, which 
pleased them both. 


“Don’t let your excitement get the best of you,” said Alex as they climbed 
into their beds. “Try to stay calm, and pay close attention to what you’ re told.” 


“That’s exactly what the oracle said.” Thrain laughed. “It’s so exciting! I hope 
I do well. Grandfather will be so pleased if this adventure is a success.” 


“I’m sure you’ll do fine.” Alex turned down the lamp next to his bed. “And 
I’m sure we’|l find some success as well.” 


“Do you really think so?” Thrain asked, showing no signs of being tired. “I 
mean, with so many experienced adventurers I suppose we should, but I’m a 
little nervous. What if the Ring of Searching is lost forever?” 

“Sleep,” said Alex in a soft tone. “We will find out soon enough if the ring is 
where Thrang suspects it to be.” 

“Well, yes, I suppose so,” said Thrain, turning down his own lamp. “But what 
if we don’t find any treasure at all?” 

“The amount of treasure we find has little to do with the adventure’s success,” 
Alex said sternly. Then he softened his tone. “But, don’t worry, I’m sure we’ll 
find some treasure.” 

Thrain didn’t answer, but Alex knew he was still awake. Alex understood 
Thrain’s excitement and his hopes of doing well. He felt the same way, though 


he was more concerned about finding the Ring of Searching for Thorgood than 
he was about finding treasure. Thrang was one of Alex’s best friends and he 
wanted Thrang’s first adventure as a leader to be a complete success. 


Chapter Three 


Thraxon 


Alex woke early the next morning. He moved quietly around the room as he 
dressed, not wanting to wake Thrain. He slipped into his magic bag to inspect his 
new greenhouse. He was happy to see that all of the plants seemed to be 
adjusting to their new home. It took some time to get everything in order, and 
after he finished, he left the magic bag and shook Thrain awake. 

“It’s time for breakfast,” said Alex. 

“Already?” Thrain said sleepily. “I’ve only just fallen asleep.” He climbed out 
of his bed and dragged himself to the basin. Thrain’s excitement seemed to still 
be asleep, but Alex knew it would return over breakfast. He remembered his 
own first adventure, after all. 

As they prepared to leave the room, Alex reminded Thrain to take his new 
magic bag with him. 

“T can’t believe I almost forgot it.” Thrain shook his head they walked toward 
the dining room. “Please don’t tell anyone.” 

“T won’t say anything,” said Alex. 

Thrang and Arconn were already waiting in the dining room when Alex and 
Thrain arrived. Kat appeared soon after, followed shortly by Nellus and 
Barnabus. Thrang looked happy, though a little tense. Alex smiled at Thrang as 
he took his seat and then glanced at the dark sky outside the window. 

“Starting early, then,” Alex said. 


“Early starts are always best,” said Thrang, ringing the bell to summon their 
breakfast. 


“Where will we be starting our adventure?” Nellus questioned as they ate. 

“We will be stopping first at Benorg—the city of King Thorgood,” said 
Thrang. “He wishes to meet you all before we begin our search.” 

“Checking to see what kind of company you’ve put together?” Arconn asked 
in a sly tone. 

“No,” Thrang said quickly, his smile fading slightly. “He just wants to meet 
you. He is sponsoring this adventure, after all.” 

“Is Thorgood a good king?” Kat asked, a thoughtful look on her face. 


“Of course he is,” said Thrang. “He’s one of the best kings Benorg and the 
dwarf realm has ever had.” 


“I meant no offense,” said Kat. 

Alex looked at Kat curiously. He knew Kat was a seer, but her question had 
seemed a bit odd. 

“How long will it take us to reach Benorg?” Thrain asked, his voice full of 
excitement once more. 

“Five, maybe six days,” answered Thrang absently. 

“You have said little about where we will search specifically for Albrek’s 
tomb,” said Barnabus, pushing his chair away from the table. “Can you tell us 
more?” 

Thrang looked worried again. “As I’ve said, there are three possible locations 
for the tomb of Albrek. These locations are not marked on any map, however, 
and I have only a general idea of where they are.” 

“Which is why we have a seer,” said Arconn, bowing his head slightly to Kat. 

Thrang nodded as well. “King Thorgood already has a team searching the 
libraries and archives of Benorg for information. I’m hoping we will learn a 
great deal more about Albrek’s journeys when we reach Benorg.” 

As the meal and the discussion came to an end, the company prepared to 
leave the Golden Swan. Alex went to the stable with Nellus and Barnabus to 
collect the horses, while 
the rest of the company waited in front of the tavern. Soon they were riding 
south toward the great arch, Thrang and Arconn in the lead, Alex and Kat 
directly behind. 

“You seem troubled,” Kat said quietly to Alex. 

“Simply curious. I have been wondering why you asked about King 
Thorgood.” 

“T have met several kings,” answered Kat. “Some are good, most are fair, and 
a few are evil.” 

“And you wanted to know what kind of king Thorgood was before we 
reached his city,” Alex said with a nod. 

“Tt is best to know something of your host before arriving at his house.” 

Alex was glad Kat was a member of the company. A seer could often see 
things that even a wizard could not, and Alex could tell that Kat was a clever 
person who thought things through. Her interest in King Thorgood had made 


Alex think. Whalen had once warned Alex that kings and lords often hid their 
dark desires from even those closest to them. Alex trusted Thrang, and he knew 
that Thrang would never go on an adventure for an evil king, but he wasn’t sure, 
however, if Thrang would be able to see the evil if it was well hidden. 


“Can you tell us anything more about the libraries of Benorg?” Alex asked 
Thrang as they rode along. 


“T can tell you they are large.” 
“What language are the records written in?” 


“Several languages. Mostly in dwarvish, though some things are written in 
elvish.” 


Alex could read elvish easily, as the letters were similar to magic letters. He 
had studied dwarvish a little after his last adventure, but it was a difficult 
language to learn, especially if you didn’t have someone who spoke it to help 
you. 


They continued toward the great arch, and Alex felt happy to be starting a 
new adventure. He enjoyed listening to Thrain’s excited questions from where he 
rode between Nellus and Barnabus. He smiled as the two older adventurers tried 
to answer the young dwarf’s questions as fast as he asked them. 

The company stopped for their midday meal, and Alex headed to a spring to 
refill his water bottles. When he returned, Barnabus was busy cooking their 
midday meal, and Alex noticed that Thrang was watching Barnabus closely. 
Thrang had been the cook on Alex’s first adventure, and watching him hover 
around the campfire made Alex laugh out loud. 

“Miss cooking, do you?” said Alex. 

“Old habits die hard,” answered Thrang, looking a little sheepish. 

“Tf you’d like to take over, just say so,” said Barnabus. 

“No, no, not at all,” Thrang said quickly. “I’ve heard about your ability, 
Barnabus, and I’m happy to let you do the cooking.” 

“You are most kind. But perhaps you should wait until you taste it before 
making up your mind.” 

The entire company laughed, but there was no need to worry. Barnabus was 
an excellent cook, and Thrang made a point of telling him so. 

“Now then,” said Thrang as he finished his meal. “I have a few final 
instructions before we distribute our food shares and arm ourselves. First, we 
will be following the standard rules for adventures on our journey. If anyone gets 


lost, we will search for thirteen days, as is customary. After the thirteen days, the 
lost person or persons will be free to do what seems best to them. Second, our 
quest is not widely known in Thraxon, so I must remind you all not to speak of it 
openly. We will be passing through areas with lots of people, and the temptation 
to talk will be great.” 

“Especially for those of us who might meet kinsmen,” Arconn said, looking 
at Thrain. 


“There is that,” agreed Thrang. “Most of our journey will be in lands peopled 
by dwarfs, but we will also meet many men as we travel, and possibly elves as 
well.” 


“Are there many men and elves in Thraxon?” Alex asked. 


“More men than elves. The elves of Thraxon are not very friendly, and, if 
Arconn will forgive me, a bit secretive.” 


“Reluctant to mingle might be better,” said Arconn. 


“Reluctant to mingle, then,” Thrang repeated. “There is one last thing of 
importance. Remember that the honor of each member of our company is linked 
to the honor of us all. It is possible that we will meet people who will question or 
doubt our honor. I would ask that we all be willing to stand up for each other if 
such questions arise.” 


“You are most kind, Master Silversmith, though I fear it will be myself alone 
who will be questioned,” said Kat, her voice a mix of sadness and pride. 


“T won’t deny that seers are not as well respected as they should be in parts of 
Thraxon,” said Thrang, bowing to Kat. “However, you are part of this company, 
and I will not have your honor called into question.” 


The rest of the company agreed, and Kat smiled and thanked everyone for 
their kindness. 


“Now, we will share our food so that we all have plenty in our bags,” said 
Thrang. “Then we will arm and ride into our adventure.” 


They all cheered at Thrang’s words and quickly started swapping packages. 
Alex accepted several parcels from both Thrang and Barnabus, who seemed to 
be carrying most of the company’s food between them. He still had a fair supply 
of food in his bag from his first two adventures, however, and he was not 
surprised to find that none of it had spoiled. 


As Thrang and Arconn helped Thrain store packages in his new magic bag, 
Alex turned to his weapons. He attached his magic sword, Moon Slayer, to his 


belt, along with his true-silver knife. Taking a deep breath, he retrieved his staff 
from his bag as well. He had never carried a staff on an adventure before, and he 
felt a little odd carrying it now. 


“A fine-looking staff,” Arconn commented. “I have never seen one quite like 
it.” 

“It is different than most,” said Alex. 

“T wish I could have been there when you took the oath,” said Thrang, also 
looking at Alex’s staff. “Halfdan told me about it, but still . . .” 


“T missed you both on my last adventure,” said Alex. “But we are together 
again for this adventure.” 


“And I hope we find as much success as we did the last time we rode 
together,” said Thrang. 


Alex nodded and then looked around to see how the rest of the company 
would be armed. Nellus wore a long sword at his side and carried a bow, while 
Barnabus carried a short sword and a fair-sized ax. Kat was carrying both a 
finely made scimitar and a bow. Arconn and Thrang were both armed as they 
had been on Alex’s first adventure: Arconn with his longbow and dagger, Thrang 
with his short sword and ax. Thrain was attaching a short sword to his belt, 
though he already had a crossbow slung across his back. 


“A fierce-looking company,” Thrang said with pride. 


“Very fierce,” said Arconn. “Though I doubt we will meet trouble so close to 
the arch.” 

“Tt’s not likely,” said Thrang. “But it’s always best to be prepared.” 

Alex agreed, though he wondered if it might actually be a good thing if they 
did meet something not too dangerous, because then they could see how well 
they fought together as a group. 

“If we are ready, then,” said Thrang, “let us ride to Thraxon and hope for 
success.” 

“Success!” the rest of the company echoed loudly. 

They rode toward the great arch. Alex found that his staff was a little 
awkward to ride with at first, but he soon got used to it. 

As they rode through the arch, Alex immediately noticed how different 
Thraxon was from the other lands he had visited. The hills instantly changed to 
towering, jagged mountains. Tall pine trees were scattered on the mountainside, 
and Alex was amazed that not only had the trees managed to take root but also 


that the narrow spaces where they grew had not collapsed under the weight of 
the trees. The well-made road under their feet stretched along the base of the 
mountains in a southerly direction. 

“Are these the Gray Mountains of Thraxon?” Alex asked. 

“They are,” Thrang answered. “The Gray Mountains are large, however, and 
there are no dwarf cities between the arch and Benorg.” 

“What about other things that live in the mountains?” Arconn asked. 

“What other things?” Thrang questioned. 

“Goblins,” Alex answered, knowing exactly what Arconn was thinking. 

“There are none that I know of,” said Thrang. “There are goblins in Thraxon, 
but they are mostly in the Blue Mountains, which are far to the south and west.” 

“Yet goblins move and are seldom seen until they wish to be seen,” said 
Arconn. 

“That is true,” Thrang agreed. “However, my people are more watchful than 
most.” 

Alex hoped Thrang was right. He had battled goblins on his last adventure 
and was in no rush to face more of the evil creatures. 

Riding along the edge of the mountains, Alex studied the landscape and the 
rugged beauty around him. The mountains formed an uneven wall, broken by 
wide, green valleys with deep rivers running through them and narrow valleys 
with smaller streams. Across all the rivers and streams were well-built stone 
bridges. The water flowed to the west across open grasslands, and Alex 
wondered if they joined together at some distant point. 

They spoke little as Thrang led them forward. Even Thrain seemed happy to 
simply watch the countryside slip by and not ask questions. As the sun set over 
the grasslands to their right, Thrang called them to a halt in an open space close 
to a stream. 

“T’ve used this campsite many times,” said Thrang. “There are several 
adventurers who live in Thraxon, and we all use the same campsites as we travel 
to and from the arch.” 

“Well-used campsites are not always the best,” Arconn said. 

“Do you feel something?” Thrang asked in concern. 

“T do not,” said Arconn. “I was simply thinking that such a campsite might be 
a target for bandits.” 


“If bandits had ever attacked one of these campsites, I would have heard 
about it,” said Thrang, shaking his head. 

Once they had taken care of their horses and set up their camp, Thrang waved 
for Thrain to join him. Alex watched as Thrang piled up branches for their 
campfire, and he knew that Thrang wanted to teach the younger dwarf how to 
magically light and put out a fire. He remembered the first time he had tried this 
bit of magic, as well as the effect his untrained magic had on the pile of 
branches. 

“Watch your beard,” said Alex to Thrang with a smile. 


“T don’t think that will be a problem,” said Thrang, stroking his beard. “I 
doubt very much that young Thrain will be able to ignite it, as you once did.” 

“You lit Thrang’s beard on fire?” Thrain asked in shock and surprise. 

“Not his beard,” said Alex. “I overdid the inferno command, and the effect 
was more than Thrang bargained for.” 

“My own fault for not explaining things clearly.” Thrang laughed. “Though I 
should have known better, as we knew about your abilities even then.” 

“You might have known, but I still had doubts,” said Alex. “I didn’t know 
Thrain had magical ability.” 

“Only simple dwarf magic,” Thrain said, looking embarrassed. 

“Only?” Alex questioned. “Magic is magic; it all has the same root. And if 
you were to master all the dwarf magic there is, you would know a great deal 
indeed.” 

“You’re talking more and more like a wizard,” said Thrang, shaking his head. 
“Soon you’ll be harder to understand than Arconn.” 

Alex laughed and took a step back. He watched as Thrang showed Thrain 
how the inferno and quench commands worked. Thrain was impressed, and Alex 
smiled as Thrang carefully told the young dwarf to concentrate on a single 
branch, something he had not told Alex the first time Alex had tried the spell. 

Thrain stood still for several minutes, concentrating. Finally, he pointed at 
one branch and spoke the magic word. A thin wisp of smoke rose from the 
branch but was quickly blown away by the breeze. Thrain looked disappointed, 
but Thrang was extremely happy. 

“Not bad for your first try. It normally takes several tries to summon a flame 
when you first learn the magic.” 

“But it was only a little smoke,” said Thrain in a dejected tone. 


“Perhaps you weren’t concentrating hard enough,” Alex said. 

“Perhaps not,” Thrang agreed. “Try once more, and this time try to focus all 
your thoughts.” 

Thrain obeyed and closed his eyes. Alex winked at Thrang, who immediately 
took a step back. After a few moments, Thrain opened his eyes and, pointing at 
the branch once more, spoke the magic word. This time a flame sprang to life as 
soon as the word had left his lips. 

“Well done,” said Thrang, returning Alex’s wink when Thrain wasn’t looking. 
“Very impressive. Now try the quench command.” 

Thrain obeyed once more, and, as he spoke the word, the fire sputtered for a 
moment and died. Thrain, pleased with himself and his newfound ability, quickly 
relit the fire. Alex smiled at his young friend and commented on how well he 
had done. 

“You shouldn’t have helped him,” Thrang said to Alex in a low tone. 

“T only helped the first time,” said Alex. “He needed a little confidence, that’s 
all.” 

“And the quench command?” Thrang asked. 

“Again, only a little help. As his confidence grows, he will be able to do the 
spells on his own.” 

“Still, you shouldn’t have helped him,” said Thrang with a smile on his face. 

“Why not?” Alex asked. “You helped me the first time.” 

“T most certainly did not,” said Thrang, sounding shocked by the idea. 

“Even if you didn’t know it, you helped. You believed I could do it, even 
though I didn’t.” 

“Will we be setting a watch?” Arconn asked, walking toward the fire. 

“There is little need so close to the arch,” said Thrang. “Though it might be 
wise to start now, just to be safe.” 

“Tf nothing else, we will be prepared for later,” Alex said. 

Thrang considered the idea for several minutes and then decided it would, 
indeed, be best to start keeping a watch. Alex, with his normal luck, drew the 
first watch, which made him happy. He knew from experience that Arconn 
would sit up with him, and he was looking forward to spending time with his 
friend. 


Chapter Four 


Benorg 


On the fifth day of their journey, the road turned east into the mountains and 
followed a large and noisy river flowing through a narrow, green valley. The 
river snaked between huge boulders and had many impressive waterfalls and 
rapids, some of them so close that they covered the road with a damp mist. The 
path twisted and turned almost as much as the river did, but always stayed close 
to the water’s edge. 


“Did your people build all these bridges?” Alex asked Thrang over the roar of 
the river. 

“Yes, indeed,” Thrang shouted over his shoulder. “King Thorgood owns this 
road and insists that the bridges be maintained. After all, this is the road that 
leads to his capital. The stone bridges make a good impression on visitors and 
are useful for trade.” 


“Do your people trade much with other lands?” Kat questioned. 


“More and more,” answered Thrang. “King Thorgood has been trying to open 
trade with all the known lands.” 


“And having a good deal of success, I would guess,” Arconn said. 
“Honest trading makes for success,” said Thrang. 


Alex wondered what was awaiting them in Benorg and beyond. Thraxon was 
one of the larger known lands, and the map of it in the Adventurer’s Handbook 
was better than most of the others. Alex had spent some time studying it, trying 
to get a feel for the land that he and the company would be traveling through. He 
knew that Benorg was in the heart of the Gray Mountains, with many roads 
leading to it, but that most of Thraxon—at least according to his map—was east 
and south of Benorg. 


The day passed with little talk, except when they stopped for their midday 
meal. Kat asked a few more questions about Thorgood, and Alex knew she was 
still nervous about meeting the king. He was too. He tried to relax his own mind, 
but even when he managed a moment of peace, Kat’s nervousness pressed in on 
him. 

The sun was well to the west when Thrang at last halted them in the road. The 
valley opened wide before them, and they could see that the land had been 


divided into neat, little farms. The road stretched through the farmlands and 
crossed a wide stone bridge before leading directly to a huge city made of stone. 


“My friends, welcome to Benorg!” Thrang turned in his saddle and smiled. 
“A wonder of the dwarf realms.” 


“T didn’t know that dwarfs built cities so high above the ground,” Alex said as 
they started forward once more. 


“Benorg is different than most dwarf cities. The part of the city you can see 
isn’t very old. It is built on top of and around the older city, which is thousands 
of years old. When we get closer, you will be able to see the difference in the 
work,” said Thrang. 


They moved forward to the bridge, where dwarf guards clad in shining true- 
silver armor stood proudly. The guards must have recognized Thrang, because as 
the company approached, they lowered their spears as a sign of welcome. 

Thrang led them into the heart of the dwarf city, waving now and then to 
someone he knew. Many of the dwarfs would wave back or toast them as they 
passed, and it appeared that Thrang was well-known. Horses were allowed in 
Benorg, at least in the aboveground parts, so they rode along the stone-paved 
streets, smiling and nodding to the dwarfs as they went. 

When they reached what looked like the tallest building in the city, Thrang 
directed the group to one side where several dwarfs were waiting, ready to take 
their horses to the royal stables. Alex gave Shahree’s reins to a bowing dwarf 
and whispered words of comfort to her. 

“King Thorgood will be waiting,” said Thrang, looking nervously at the 
others. “I believe there will be a feast in our honor.” 


“And if Thorgood doesn’t like the look of us?” Arconn asked. 

“He will,” said Thrang, scowling at Arconn. 

“Elves are not always welcome guests of dwarfs,” Arconn said. 

“You have nothing to worry about,” Thrang answered. “Thorgood knows a 
good deal about adventures and about the importance of mixing the company.” 

“Was King Thorgood an adventurer once?” Thrain questioned. 

“No, but he’s known a good many adventurers in his time,” answered Thrang, 
still scowling. “He thinks very highly of our profession, and he is a kind and 
generous host.” 

“Then lead on,” said Arconn, bowing to Thrang. “It would not be polite for us 
to keep our host waiting.” 


Thrang did not reply, but his scowl softened. He turned toward the large 
building and led the company forward, dusting himself off slightly as he went. 
Arconn caught Alex’s eye and gave him a quick wink. 


They followed Thrang toward the grand entrance hall, where more armored 
guards stood at attention. They bowed as Thrang approached and allowed the 
company to pass without questioning them. Alex looked in wonder at the inside 
of the building, which was really just an open space surrounded by a high wall 
and filled with fountains and trees, like a park. In the middle of the open space 
was a small pavilion, and standing beneath it was King Thorgood. 


“Welcome, my friends, welcome,” said Thorgood, coming down the steps of 
his royal pavilion with a smile. “You’ve made good time, Thrang; I didn’t think 
you would be back so soon.” 


“T was fortunate to find the members of the company quickly,” said Thrang, 
bowing to the king. 


“And what a company,” said Thorgood, looking over Thrang’s shoulder at the 
rest of them. “I am glad you come as friends, for it seems Thrang has assembled 
a fierce group of warriors.” 


“If you will permit me, Your Majesty,” said Thrang, moving to stand beside 
the king. “Allow me to introduce you to my companions.” 


“Yes, I suppose introductions are in order,” said Thorgood, moving forward 
with Thrang. “I thought the pavilion would be more comfortable than the throne 
room. Not so stuffy or formal. There are always fewer of the lords out here, and 
you know how they can be.” 


Alex and the others quickly lined up in front of Thrang and the king. Alex 
could see that Thrain was extremely nervous, which surprised him. Thrain’s 
grandfather was king of the dwarf realm of Vargland, after all, and Alex thought 
he would be used to meeting royalty and other important people. 


Thrang moved down the line, introducing each of them to the king and saying 
something about their accomplishments as adventurers. Alex listened closely 
when Thrang introduced Kat, Nellus, and Barnabus because he didn’t know as 
much about them yet. When Thrang introduced Alex, Thorgood stopped him 
before he could list Alex’s accomplishments. 


“The young wizard,” Thorgood said with a quick glance at Thrang. “The one 
you and Halfdan have told me so much about.” 


“The same,” answered Thrang, beaming at Alex. 


“A great honor,” said Thorgood with a bow. “I had hoped Thrang would find 
a wizard for this adventure, but I did not dare hope that it would be you.” 


“The honor is mine, great king,” said Alex, bowing to Thorgood. “Master 
Silversmith was good enough to invite me on this adventure, and I am pleased to 
be in your fair city.” 

“Yes, well, we do what we can,” said Thorgood with a laugh. “Perhaps you 
will tell me the truth of Thrang and Halfdan’s stories, if time allows.” 


“Tt would be a pleasure and an honor, great king, though I am sure Thrang 
and Halfdan have been most truthful in their tales,” answered Alex. 


“No doubt they have. Though it is always good to hear the story from a 
different point of view.” 


Alex bowed to Thorgood once more as Thrang, looking proud and pleased, 
continued down the line. Thorgood stopped again when they reached Thrain, 
asking about his grandfather and Vargland. 


Once all the introductions had been made, Thorgood returned to his pavilion, 
speaking in a low voice to Thrang. Thrang appeared to agree with the king and 
was smiling as he returned to the company. 


“Now that the formalities are complete, let me offer all of you some 
refreshment,” said Thorgood, taking his seat in the pavilion. “Tonight we feast 
and sing; tomorrow you begin your work.” 


As he finished speaking, Thorgood clapped his hands. Dozens of dwarfs 
instantly appeared from various places around the walled-in space. While Alex 
and his companions looked on in wonder, the dwarfs set up several round tables 
and covered them with food. A dozens more tables and chairs were set up, and 
silver lamps were placed at the center of each table. 


“An old dwarf custom here in Benorg is to welcome friends with a small 
gathering so they can mingle without the formality of a traditional feast,” Thrang 
explained. “Thorgood wants us to mingle with his people, so they will have a 
chance to get to know us.” 


“An interesting custom,” said Nellus. “We do something similar in my 
homeland, but not on such a large scale.” 

“Well then, let’s mingle,” said Barnabus with a smile. He moved away from 
the others, heading for one of the main tables that was filled with food. 

Alex soon discovered that he was something of a legend in Benorg. It seemed 
that all the dwarfs knew who he was and what he had done on both of his 


previous adventures. He talked and mingled with the dwarfs, feeling very much 
at ease among them, relieved that they were so willing to accept him. 


As the night grew darker, more lamps were lit and placed around the walls, 
illuminating the open space. Alex eventually gave in to the pleading of some of 
the younger dwarfs and conjured several small weir lights. He sent the balls of 
light dancing around the park, changing their colors as they went. All of the 
dwarfs laughed and clapped as the weir lights whirled past them, and even King 
Thorgood watched them with wonder. 


As the evening wore on, Alex put out the weir lights one by one until there 
was only one light left, floating above his own head. As one of the servants came 
forward to lead Alex and his companions to their rooms, Alex sent the last light 
dashing through the crowd before shooting it up into the sky where it vanished 
from sight. 


They were led out of the pavilion park to a large guesthouse nearby, which 
Thorgood declared was theirs for as long as they needed it. The house was 
impressive, stocked with everything they might need or want. There were 
bedrooms and baths for everyone, as well as several small sitting rooms and a 
large common room that could comfortably seat as many as thirty or forty 
people. 

It was late, and Thrang decided that it was time for all of them to be in bed. 
Thrain was unhappy about the order because he had been having such a good 
time at the feast. Thrang insisted, however, reminding him that they all had a 
great deal of work to do in the libraries and archives the next day. 


“TIl need your eyes sharp tomorrow, Thrain,” Thrang said. “You and I are the 
only ones who can read all of the dwarvish letters. Arconn may know a few of 
them, and I don’t believe Alex has learned them all yet.” 


“Not yet,” Alex said through a yawn. “Though I have been studying. It was a 
difficult task—studying alone, without any dwarfs to help me. I will be glad for 
your help at the archives.” 


The company said good night and headed to their various rooms. Alex did not 
feel sleepy so he wrote a short message to Whalen to let him know how things 
were going. Once the note was sent, he remained seated at the small writing 
table, taking out one of his books about dwarf runes and writings and beginning 
to study. 

When morning came, Alex was tired from his night’s work, but felt his time 
had been well spent. He had learned all the dwarf runes from his book and could 


read most of the writing with only a little hesitation. He sat down to breakfast 
with his friends, looking forward to spending the day in the libraries. 


“Thorgood has had his people searching the libraries for us,” Thrang 
announced. “They haven’t found anything important yet, but with their help, I 
think we should find what we need quickly.” 


“Are you in such a rush to leave Benorg?” Alex questioned. 


“No, not at all,” answered Thrang. “But our adventure is not in Benorg or in 
the archives of this city. The sooner we find what we need, the sooner we can 
continue with the adventure properly.” 


“And as most of us don’t know how to read or speak the dwarvish language, 
I, for one, will be happy for all the help we can get,” Nellus said. 


After breakfast, Thrang led them out of the house and toward the mountains 
that stood behind the city. Alex admired all of the buildings in Benorg, which 
were quite beautiful and impressive to look at, and wondered how long it had 
taken the dwarfs to build such a fine city. He listened closely as Thrang pointed 
out various buildings and explained what each of them was used for. 

The libraries were located in several huge underground vaults, containing 
thousands and thousands of books and even more scrolls and pieces of 
parchment. Alex suspected it would take him a hundred years or more just to 
look at everything the libraries contained, and several hundred more to read it 
all, and he was grateful for the help Thorgood had offered them. 

“Thorgood said that these last two chambers hold the documents from the 
time of Albrek, so anything about him should be there,” said Thrang, leading 
them through the underground maze. 

“That narrows the search a bit,” said Barnabus with a short laugh. 

“Tt narrows it a great deal,” said Thrang, missing the joke. “And with the help 
Thorgood has sent, it shouldn’t take us more than a month or two to find what 
we need.” 

“Oh, is that all?” said Nellus sarcastically, elbowing Barnabus in the ribs. 

When they reached the second-to-last chamber, they found a dozen or so 
dwarfs busily sorting various documents. Thrang introduced his company to the 
chief librarian and then stepped aside to speak with a few other dwarfs. 

“Pm not sure what good PII be, as I don’t read dwarf or elf runes,” Nellus 
said. 


“I can read some dwarf runes, but no elf at all,” Barnabus added. 


“Then you can help move things about,” Thrang said, looking up from his 
discussion with one of the other dwarfs. 


Alex and the others spread out through the enormous vault, looking for a 
place to begin. The chief librarian did indeed put Barnabus and Nellus to work 
moving stacks of documents. Arconn sorted through a large pile of documents 
written in elvish, and he was pleased to find that some of the books had actually 
been written by the elves of Thraxon. Thrain and Kat sat on the floor together at 
the back of the vault, looking through a large leather-bound volume she had 
found. 


Alex found a large table near one wall and started thumbing through the pile 
of documents that was stacked on it. He could read most of what was written on 
them, but there were some runes that were completely new to him. He tried not 
to read everything on every document, instead he skimmed the words he knew, 
hoping to find a passing reference to Albrek or perhaps even a map. Searching 
the documents was tiring, but Alex enjoyed it more than the others did. His 
ability to read dwarf runes improved as the day went on, and he found that he 
could move quickly through the old pages as long as he remembered to skim 
them and not read every word. 


They stopped their search at noon for a quick meal, which Thorgood had sent 
down to the vaults for them. After lunch, the chief librarian ordered Barnabus 
and Nellus out of the vault, saying that they were just getting in the way. Thrain 
watched them go with a sad look on his face and then returned to the enormous 
volume one of the librarians had given him. Alex suspected that this was not 
Thrain’s idea of an adventure. 


The documents in the vaults seemed endless as Alex and his friends returned 
day after day to the caverns. Barnabus and Nellus, still banned from the library, 
had taken to exploring the city, and on their fourth day in Benorg, Thrang sent 
Thrain along with them. 


“T need someone to keep an eye on those two,” said Thrang. “I don’t want 
them getting into any trouble.” 


“Well, if you really need me to,” Thrain said, a hopeful look on his face. 
“Go on, then,” Thrang said gruffly. 


“That was kind of you,” Alex said as Thrain left the library. He shifted a stack 
of documents off his table. 


“Well, it’s his first time out and all,” said Thrang. “I really should have had 


this part of the adventure done before putting the company together.” 
“What, and deprive us of all of this?” Alex joked. 
Thrang laughed with Alex and reached for another stack of papers. 


Alex was actually enjoying his time in the vaults. He had found the dwarfs to 
be both helpful and willing to explain any of the runes he did not yet understand. 
They were also impressed that a man, especially a wizard, had taken the time to 
learn so much about their methods of writing. 


“Not many men ever learn this lore,” the chief librarian said. “It does my 
heart good to know that a wizard would take the time to learn our ways.” 


On their tenth day in the vaults, Kat finally found something that was useful. 
It was a piece of parchment, almost too dirty to read. Placing it carefully under a 
bright light, Thrang and the chief librarian were able to piece together what it 
said. Some parts were impossible to make out, but other parts of the page were 
clearly legible. 


“This is part of the tale of Albrek,” said Thrang excitedly. 

“Does it say where he traveled?” Arconn questioned. 

“Just a moment,” answered Thrang, looking back at the paper. 

“The Isle of Bones,” the chief librarian muttered. 

“Isle of Bones?” Kat repeated with a worried look on her face. 

“In a moment, in a moment,” said Thrang, holding up his hand for silence. 


Alex looked over Thrang’s shoulder at the parchment, reading as much of it 
as he could, but several of the runes were still unfamiliar to him. 


“Ah, yes, of course,” said the chief librarian, slapping his head as he looked 
up. “This indicates that the full story of Albrek is written in the special history of 
the city. I never even thought of looking there.” 


“Special history?” Alex asked. 


“Oh, it’s not secret or anything like that,” the librarian said, moving toward 
the back of the vault. “We just keep a record of special events—things that are 
outstanding in some way or another.” 


“And Albrek’s search for new mines was outstanding?” Arconn questioned. 


“Well, the stories say that he took more than five hundred dwarfs with him,” 
said Thrang as the librarian hurried away. 


“A large party to go looking for mines,” said Kat. 
“Not really,” said Thrang. “Mining is a labor-intensive job, after all, and you 


need to sink a shaft or two before you know if your mine is worth anything.” 


They waited in a tense silence for the librarian to return. When he did, he 
carried with him a thick volume bound in black leather. He set it on the table and 
began thumbing through the pages. He seemed to be looking for a certain page, 
flipping large groups of pages all at once and making dust fly from the book’s 
cover. In a surprisingly short time, he had found what he wanted, and he and 
Thrang huddled around the open book. Alex, standing nearby, also began to read 
the book. 

“Interesting,” said Thrang. “It seems Albrek planned to travel farther than I 
thought.” 

“And?” Arconn asked. 

“The story is a bit confusing, but basically it says where Albrek was going, or 
at least where he planned to go,” said Thrang. “According to this, he was going 
to the Isle of Bones. After that he was going south to the Lost Mountains, and 
finally to Gal Tock.” 

“What is Gal Tock?” Alex questioned. 

“What is the Isle of Bones?” asked Kat at the same time. 

“The Isle of Bones actually has nothing at all to do with bones,” answered 
Thrang. “It’s a mountainous island in the Eastern Sea. We call it that because the 
mountains are rocky and remind us of the bones of the earth.” 

“And Gal Tock?” Alex asked again. 

“Gal Tock is a dwarf name meaning gold rock, or golden rocks,” answered 
the librarian. “The exact location isn’t known, but the stories tell of a place 
where the morning sun shines on the rocks and make them look like gold. All I 
can tell you is that it is supposed to be far to the south.” 

“That would make sense, because the Lost Mountains are also well south of 
here,” Thrang added. “It looks like Albrek went northeast to the Isle of Bones 
first, then south to the Lost Mountains. If he went farther than that, then he must 
have gone looking for Gal Tock.” 

“Does the story say if he made it to any of those places?” Arconn questioned. 

“Tt mentions some of his group returning,” said Thrang. “They came back 
while Albrek was still on the Isle of Bones, so we know he made it that far.” 

“Tt seems we know where we are going,” said Kat, a slightly troubled look on 
her face. 


“Yes, yes, we do,” said Thrang happily. 


“How soon will we depart?” Alex asked. 


“As soon as possible,” answered Thrang. “It will take at least a month to get 
to the Isle of Bones, maybe longer. Summer has already begun, and Pd like to 
head northeast while the weather is warm.” 


“Tomorrow, then?” Arconn questioned. 


“The day after, I think,” said Thrang. “We should make sure we are well 
stocked with provisions and warm clothes.” He turned to the librarian. “It would 
also be useful to look at some of the older maps of Thraxon to get a better idea 
of Albrek’s journey.” 


“Does anyone live on the Isle of Bones?” Kat asked. 


“Not that I’ve ever heard of,” answered Thrang. “It’s a rugged island, and 
being as far north as it is, a very cold place in the wintertime.” 


“Hopefully we will be there while it is still summertime,” said Alex. 
“Tf all goes well,” Arconn added. 


“And if things go really well, and we find the Ring of Searching on the Isle of 
Bones, we could be back here before winter sets in.” Thrang laughed. “Though I 
doubt it will be quite as easy as that.” 


“It never is,” said Alex. 


Chapter Five 


East by North 


That night, as the company ate dinner, Thrang presented his plans for their 
journey. They would travel east from Benorg and follow the main road, which 
would take them out of the mountains and into the open plains beyond. From 
there they would travel as directly east as possible, though they would eventually 
need to turn northeast to reach the Isle of Bones. 

“How far away is the Eastern Sea?” Nellus questioned. 
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“About two hundred miles,” answered Thrang. “If we travel straight from 
here to there. But since we need to go north as well as east, that will add at least 
fifty miles to our journey.” 

“Is this Eastern Sea the border of Thraxon?” Barnabus asked. 


“Not at all,” Thrang said with a laugh. “In high summer we could travel 
around the sea to the north, though few people have ever done so. And you can 
easily sail around the bottom of the sea to the south, though you would have to 
go extremely far south to do so.” 

“Are there cities along the sea coast?” asked Thrain, his excitement showing 
yet again. 

Thrang nodded. “There are; though I’ve never visited any of them. The 
southern coast is well populated—more than the north, but as I’ve mentioned, 
northern winters are hard, and not many people want to live in so rugged an 
area.” 

“T wonder if there will be anyone at all on the Isle of Bones,” Kat said. The 
troubled look Alex had seen before on her face had returned. 

“Why do you say that?” Alex questioned. 

“Something about the place,” said Kat, not meeting Alex’s eyes. “I cannot say 
why. It is just a feeling.” 

“Any feeling a seer has is worth paying attention to,” Arconn said. 

“Tt may be nothing,” said Kat, smiling weakly. “I thought of another place 
when I first heard the name, so now I have the two linked in my mind. The other 
place was a terrible place—somewhere I hope never to go again.” 

“If you feel there is danger on the Isle of Bones, we should know about it,” 
said Nellus, his voice kind but firm. 


“No, nothing like that,” answered Kat with a wave of her hand. “Please, do 
not be troubled. A memory from my past has darkened the name for me, that is 
all.” 


“Very well then,” said Thrang, glancing from Kat to Alex and back. “We will 
leave the day after tomorrow, and we should easily reach the seacoast long 
before winter comes.” 


With Thrang’s final words, the group began separating for the night. It was 
late, and everyone was thinking of bed and their last day in Benorg. Alex stayed 
in his seat for a minute, watching Kat as she crossed the room toward the stairs 
leading to her room. He wondered what experience she was remembering that 
caused her such pain, but he knew better than to ask. Perhaps he would ask later, 
when the time was right and they were alone. 
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They woke the next morning to a light rain. Alex didn’t know when they 
would be coming back to Benorg and had wanted to spend the day wandering 
the streets and seeing at least some of the city. He hoped Thrang would offer to 
show them around the city, but he said he needed to talk to Thorgood again and 
finish preparing for their journey. 

Arconn offered to accompany Alex into the city after breakfast, despite the 
rain. Alex jumped at the chance and quickly found a hooded cloak to wear. He 
considered inviting Thrain to come along and show them what he had discovered 
during his days of exploration, but Thrain was busy repacking his magic bag. 
Nellus, Kat, and Barnabus were likewise busy with their own preparations for 
the long journey ahead of them. 

“Just the two of us, then,” said Alex to Arconn. 

“Two strangers in a strange city,” said Arconn. “Though I doubt we will find 
any trouble among our friendly hosts.” 

“And don’t you two start any trouble either,” said Thrang with a grunting 
laugh. “I don’t want any of Thorgood’s people turned into farm animals.” 

“Oh, and here I was hoping to practice my craft,” said Alex. 

Arconn laughed and followed Alex into the street. The rain was still light, and 
the air was warm and full of sweet smells. They wandered the streets of the 
aboveground city for a time, entering a few of the shops they passed along the 
way. The dwarfs were all friendly, though many seemed shy of Alex and his 
staff. Alex asked Arconn about it as they left a shop where Alex had bought 


several bags of dwarf candy. 

“T expect a lot of people are shy of you and your staff,” said Arconn. “A 
wizard with a staff makes a great difference to most people, which is not always 
a disadvantage.” 

“T have noticed a difference in the way people look at me,” said Alex with a 
hint of unhappiness in his voice. 

“Do not let it bother you,” Arconn said. “There have never been many 
wizards and to see a wizard as young as you are is somewhat unexpected.” 


“Whalen said that most wizards are at least thirty or forty years old before 
they take a staff,” Alex said. 


“That is true,” Arconn said. “Or at least, it is for all true wizards.” 
“Do some false wizards take staffs at a young age?” Alex questioned. 


“There are some people who carry staffs who are not wizards,” said Arconn. 
“You will find in your travels that some magical people wish to be called wizard, 
but do not know what the title truly means. It is a matter of pride for some, 
power for others, and foolishness for all who do not deserve the staff or the 
title.” 

“And some people take a staff just to give the appearance of being a wizard,” 
said Alex, considering Arconn’s words. 

“They do. Though many of them can actually use the staff, as you could have 
if you’d taken one on your first adventure,” said Arconn. “Not knowing what a 
true wizard is does not mean the staff will not work.” 

“That is true. However, it won’t work as well as it might if someone took the 
time to become a true wizard.” 

“I would not know about that,” said Arconn. “I have known a few wizards 
and have always chosen not to associate with pretenders.” 

“Ts it easy to spot the pretenders?” 

“There are ways to know, but it is not always easy.” 

“Can you explain the ways?” Alex asked, wondering if he would be able to 
detect a false or pretend wizard. 

“You would know,” said Arconn in a definite tone. “Power knows power, and 
like knows like. You would see the pretender and know that they were not what 
they pretended to be. And if they had any magical ability at all, they would know 
you for what you are as well.” 


“Perhaps, perhaps not,” said Alex softly. “Though I hope I never run into a 
pretender.” 


“You might not,” said Arconn. He directed Alex toward the entrance to the 
underground part of Benorg. “Few pretenders would want to be caught by a true 
wizard. I believe there are some harsh penalties for pretenders.” 


“There are,” said Alex, remembering what Whalen had taught him. “The 
punishments are usually left up to the wizard who finds the pretender.” 


“Posing as a wizard is a dangerous game to play,” Arconn agreed. 


Alex was a little surprised that Arconn knew so much about wizards and their 
rules, but then he remembered that Arconn was several hundred years old— 
perhaps even a thousand years old—and the elf knew a great many things. 


The two of them spent the rest of the day exploring as much of the city as 
they could, returning to their home in time for their evening meal with the rest of 
the company. The others were already seated around the table, and Thrang was 
glaring at Thrain. While Alex and Arconn had been exploring, Thrain had taken 
everything out of his magic bag looking for a logbook he wanted to use as they 
traveled. Thrang had stumbled over some of Thrain’s gear as he was rushing 
around the house and had hurt his ankle. Nellus and Barnabus had been quick to 
intervene, helping Thrain store his gear and explaining more clearly how to use 
his magic bag. 

“That ankle isn’t going to keep you out of the saddle, is it?” Nellus asked 
Thrang as they ate. 


“Tt will take more than a bad ankle and Thrain’s foolishness to keep me from 
this quest,” said Thrang in a grumpy tone. 


Thrain went red and slouched in his chair, his boundless enthusiasm 
dampened by Thrang’s dark mood. 


“Tt’s your own fault, you know,” Alex said to Thrang. 
“My own fault!” Thrang said hotly. “How could it possibly be my fault?” 


“If you’d explained the magic bag properly, Thrain could have found his 
logbook without taking everything out of his bag,” said Alex in a matter-of-fact 
tone. 


“T explained everything,” said Thrang loudly. After a pause, he admitted, 
“Though I may not have been as clear on some things as I should have been.” 


“That’s as close to an apology as you’re likely to get,” Arconn said to Thrain. 
“Tt was my fault,” said Thrain, sounding and looking sorry. “I should have 


asked for help and not scattered things about like I did.” 


“Oh, no serious harm was done,” said Thrang, his voice softening. “Just ask 
for help the next time you don’t understand something.” 


“T will,” said Thrain. “I promise.” 


“Now that that is settled, do we have anything else to discuss?” Barnabus 
questioned. “I’m bone tired and would like to go to bed. I imagine we’ll be 
leaving before the sun comes up.” 


“We will,” said Thrang, his voice returning to normal. “We should all get a 
good night’s rest. We have a long road ahead of us, and who knows when we 
will have such a fine place to stay again.” 


“Kat might,” said Alex with a grin. 
“I’m a Seer, not an oracle,” said Kat. 
“Then I suppose we’ll have to trust to luck,” said Nellus. 


“And a good night’s sleep is always a lucky thing,” Thrang added, draining 
his mug and setting it on the table with a thump. 


Alex went to his room and stretched out on the bed. His excitement about the 
adventure was beginning to grow inside him once more. The dust-covered 
papers and books in the library had been interesting, and he was glad his ability 
to read the dwarf runes had improved, but for him, being on the road was the 
best part of any adventure. 


The next morning they were all up early. Thrang was eager to get underway, 
and the night’s sleep, what little there had been of it, seemed to have healed his 
sore ankle. After a large breakfast, Thrang led the group to the stables, where 
their horses had been groomed and saddled and were waiting for them. Several 
dwarfs were moving around the stables, ready to help the company with any last- 
minute details. 


Before the sun had fully risen, the company had left the city of Benorg behind 
them. Alex thought it odd that Thorgood had not come to see them off, but he 
kept his concerns to himself. They rode east through the mountains, enjoying the 
warm sun and talking about past adventures. Barnabus told them a story about 
one of his own adventures, but Alex only half-listened as his mind was already 
racing ahead of them to the Isle of Bones. 

The Isle of Bones was a strange name. Of course, dwarf names did not always 
translate well into the common language. Alex thought a better translation would 
have been “the place where the earth’s bones can be seen,” but that was a bit 


much. He wondered how the translation he read from the runes had changed into 
the Isle of Bones. Thinking about the name made him think about Kat, and he 
wondered again why she seemed so nervous about traveling to a place called the 
Isle of Bones. 


They camped early that night. Alex helped Nellus and Arconn look after the 
horses while Barnabus prepared their evening meal. Watching from a distance, 
Alex saw Thrang help Thrain practice starting and extinguishing the campfire 
before starting it for good. Alex wondered how many adventures Thrang had 
been on and how many first-time adventurers he had helped train. 

“T’ve lost count,” said Thrang, when Alex asked him. “A fair few, I’d say, but 
I’ve never sat down and counted them out on my fingers.” 


“More than all your fingers and toes put together, I expect,” Arconn said with 
a laugh. 


“Quiet,” said Barnabus, joining in the fun. “He’ll lose count and then we’ll all 
have to take off our boots for him to add it up.” 


Thrang laughed along with the rest of them and they finished their meal in 
high spirits. 

After the others had gone to bed, Alex and Arconn remained beside the fire. 
After some time, when Alex felt certain that the others were asleep, he asked 
Arconn if he knew anything about Kat’s worries or about her dark feelings when 
she’d heard the name of the Isle of Bones. 


“Perhaps it is best that you asked me about this,” said Arconn after a moment 
of thought. “There are places I have heard of and seen that would trouble a seer 
more than most adventurers, so I feel I can guess what is troubling Kat.” 

“What sort of places have you heard of?” 

“Most of them are desolate places,” answered Arconn. “The Valley of Bones. 
The Tower of Bones. The River of Bones.” 

Alex nodded in understanding. “Places where a great many people died. 
Places where no one remained to bury the dead.” 

“Or did not wish the dead to be buried,” said Arconn. “Yes, there are places 
like that. Most of those places are evil in one way or another, and all of them are 
very sad. I would not question Kat too closely about this if I were you. Such 
memories are best left in the past and forgotten, if possible.” 

“Then I’m glad I asked you about it first,” said Alex. “I wouldn’t want to 
trouble Kat or cause her to remember such dark places.” 


“You are kind,” said Arconn. “You have some connection to Kat already, 
though I cannot see what it is.” 


“To be honest, I can’t see what it is either,” said Alex with a slight laugh. “I 
feel as if I’ve known her for years, and at the same time, I don’t think I know her 
at all.” 


“That is strange,” said Arconn and then remained silent. 
OK KK 


The next morning the company was up early once again, each of them sipping 
a bit of Thrang’s dwarf cure for soreness as they stretched and walked off their 
discomfort. Alex reminded himself to make some of this secret potion himself so 
he would always have it on hand if he needed it. 


By the end of their third day’s ride, they came to the edge of the mountains, 
and the road they had been following turned sharply to the south. Since their 
journey required them to travel east, they left the road and halted for the night at 
the edge of an open plain that spread out before them. Alex looked out over the 
country they would be traveling across, admiring the peaceful scene of rolling 
hills covered with tall grass. Several hills appeared to be rocky toward their tops, 
and Alex wondered if the rocks might be ruins of some earlier time. 

“No, they are just rocks,” Thrang answered when Alex questioned him. “No 
one has ever lived on these hills, at least as far as I know.” 

“I’m surprised,” said Barnabus. “It looks like a nice place to live.” 

“Men do live in the plain, but farther to the east,” said Thrang. “I think they 
like a little room between themselves and the dwarf realm.” 

“Ts there trouble between men and dwarfs in Thraxon?” Alex asked. 

“No, but a little distance helps keep the peace.” Thrang laughed. “Don’t want 
neighbors to live too close or overstay their welcome.” 

“Wise words,” said Kat. “Though your people seemed happy to have us in 
their city.” 

“But we were not there long,” Arconn said. “And we are on a quest for their 
king.” 

“The nature of our quest is not known in Benorg,” said Thrang, stroking his 
beard by the firelight. “People know that we are doing something for Thorgood, 
but exactly what we are doing is something only Thorgood and I know. Though I 
suspect Thorgood may tell a few of the dwarf lords about our quest before we 
return.” 


“Do his ministers not know, then?” Nellus questioned. 


“Well, yes,” Thrang admitted. “They had to agree to the terms of our contract, 
after all. I daresay they will keep quiet, though. They won’t want anyone to 
know how generous Thorgood has been to us. It might make people think 
Thorgood has lost his bargaining edge.” 


“Ts it not the sign of a great king to be generous?” Barnabus asked. 


“Men see it that way, as do elves,” said Arconn. “Dwarfs are not stingy, but 
they are more careful with their wealth. To be overgenerous might be seen as a 
sign of weakness in the king.” 


“Thorgood is not weak,” said Thrang, staring into the fire. “He knows our 
quest will be a hard one. Possibly dangerous. He is willing to pay a fair price for 
what he has asked us to do.” 


“Dangerous?” said Kat. “You’ve said nothing about known dangers.” 


“Simply the normal dangers that accompany any adventure,” said Thrang, his 
eyes still fixed on the flames. “Nothing out of the ordinary.” 


“Still, the king must suspect something,” Kat went on. 


“Albrek did not return from his travels,” said Thrang, speaking more to 
himself than to Kat. “The only members of his company to return came from the 
Isle of Bones, and they went back there after a short visit to Benorg. Where 
Albrek went and what he did after that is unknown. Something must have 
happened to him to keep him from returning or sending word, but who can say 
what.” 


“The book in the library seemed to say more than simply where Albrek was 
going,” Alex said, thinking back over what he had read. 


“Yes,” said Thrang, shaking himself from his thoughts. “The tale said that 
fifty of Albrek’s people returned to Benorg, bringing a fair amount of wealth 
with them. Those fifty reported to the king and then returned to the Isle of Bones 
with two hundred others dwarfs.” 

“So Albrek had seven hundred dwarfs with him,” said Nellus. 

“The dwarfs said that Albrek had planned to leave between one hundred and 
two hundred dwarfs on the island to work the mines he had found there,” Thrang 
said. “Once the fifty had returned to him and everything was in order, he was 
going to lead the rest of the group to the Lost Mountains and continue searching 
there.” 


“And no one ever returned from the Isle of Bones again, or from the Lost 


Mountains?” Kat questioned. 


“Nothing more was ever heard from them,” said Thrang, sinking once more 
into his own thoughts. “However, it’s not unusual for new settlements to remain 
isolated for long periods of time. If the dwarfs on the island chose their own 
king, the new leader would not want the king of Benorg making a claim on his 
new realm.” 


“Ts that likely?” Barnabus asked. 


“If Albrek was still there, no,” answered Thrang. “But if Albrek had already 
gone south, who can say?” 


“Well, we won’t know what happened until we get there,” said Arconn, 
stretching out on his blankets. 


“And we won’t get there if we don’t get some sleep,” added Thrang. 


Alex’s companions rolled themselves in blankets and went to sleep, but Alex 
sat by the fire, keeping watch and thinking about Thrang’s words. Closing his 
eyes, he pictured the writing in the old leather book from the library. The runes 
had sounded hopeful, even happy. There was nothing in the story—or at least in 
the part of the story he had seen—that would make him think there had been any 
problems at all. There was a chance, however, if the dwarfs had found some 
wealthy mines, that some of Albrek’s followers might have become greedy. 


All of the dwarfs Alex knew were both kind and generous, but he had to 
admit that he didn’t know that many dwarfs—even though this was his third 
adventure. He suspected that some dwarfs, just like some men, could be 
corrupted by wealth and dreams of power. If that had happened on the Isle of 
Bones, there was no telling what they might find when they reached it. A new 
dwarf realm might be waiting for them, or the ruins of a dream gone badly 
wrong. 


That night, after he had finished his watch, Alex dreamed about the Isle of 
Bones. He could see the beginnings of a beautiful dwarf city made of stone. The 
city faced south, and the sun warmed its stone houses all day long. In his dream, 
Alex wandered the newly made streets and entered the huge stone caverns in the 
mountains close to the city. It was a wonderful place, but nobody was there. The 
caves and mines of the city were empty, and he could see no sign that anyone 
had lived there for hundreds of years. 

When Alex woke the next morning, his dream was already fading. He lost the 
dream completely as he rolled out of his blankets and found that it was starting 
to rain. Barnabus was at the fire, cooking their breakfast and looking unhappily 


at the cloudy sky. 


“Unusual,” Thrang said as they ate. “It doesn’t often rain this time of year, but 
when it does, it doesn’t last.” 


“Perhaps our wizard friend can push this little storm away,” Kat joked. 


“A clear day here might mean a flood somewhere else,” said Alex. “And a 
little rain never hurt anyone.” 

As the day went on, however, Alex began to doubt the wisdom in his own 
words. The rain grew steadily worse as they traveled and showed no sign of 
quitting. By midday, they were all soaked to the skin, and Alex had to start their 
cooking fire because neither Thrain nor Thrang could coax anything more than 
smoke from their pile of wet branches. 

“A little rain never hurt anyone,” Arconn joked. Of the entire group, he 
seemed the least bothered by the rain. 

“Oh, shut up,” said Alex. 

They ate quickly and resumed their journey, moving slowly across the muddy 
grasslands. 

Thrain muttered something about the weather, and Nellus and Barnabus 
teased him about adventures not being all sunny days and dragon hoards. 

When they stopped for the night, the rain finally started to let up. They set up 
their tents and took care of the horses. Everyone changed into dry clothes and 
felt their spirits lift once more. Barnabus cooked their evening meal, and while 
they ate, Thrang told a story about one of his early adventures where he had 
experienced some remarkably bad weather. 

“Rained for thirty days and nights, did it?” Nellus joked. 

“TIl bet crossing the road was more like fording a river,” Barnabus added. 

“Laugh if you will,” said Thrang, brushing aside their jokes. “PlU tell you this, 
though, it took me six weeks to get all my gear dry after that adventure, and 
that’s a fact.” 

“You should have taken your gear out of your bag,” said Kat with a smile. 

“Or at least dumped out the water,” Alex added. 

“Maybe I should have added a swimming pool to my bag and saved myself 
the trouble,” said Thrang with a laugh of his own. 


It was a merry night, and they were all happy to see the moon rising over the 
open grassland. Alex spent his watch looking at the sky and not really thinking 


about anything. The clouds were drifting to the west and south, and before his 
watch was over, there were more stars than clouds in the sky. As he went to his 
tent, he took one more look at the sky. The clouds seemed to be shifting again, 
and he feared they might have more rain the next day. 


Chapter Six 


The Lost Fiddler 


Alex’s premonition that more rain was coming proved correct, as a light mist 
was falling when he woke. The clouds were not as dark as they had been the day 
before, so he hoped that the rain would not last. Thrang looked at the sky and 
grumbled to himself about it being strange weather for that time of year. 


“Perhaps we will have rain for thirty days and nights,” Barnabus joked as he 
cooked their breakfast over the fire. 


“Oh, I hope not,” said Thrain, glancing at the clouds, worried. 


“Tt will clear off,” said Thrang, as he rubbed his chin and looked at the sky. 
“Storms don’t last long this time of year, and a few days of rain won’t ruin our 
adventure.” 


“T imagine we’ll experience worse things than rain before this adventure is 
over,” Alex said, stamping his boots. “And if rain is the worst thing we meet, 
then I say thirty days of it would not be so bad.” 


As they broke camp and were preparing to leave, the sun broke through the 
clouds, flooding the land with golden light. Their spirits rose along with the sun, 
and they talked happily as they continued eastward. 


The land they rode across was still completely uninhabited. Alex remembered 
Thrang’s words about how men lived farther east, but he still thought it odd that 
there weren’t at least a few farms or a path in the open land. He kept looking at 
the ground from time to time, but if there had been any tracks, the rain had 
washed them away. 


“Do you sense something?” Kat questioned after the third time Alex looked 
around. 

“No,” answered Alex. “I just thought there might be some tracks about. It 
seems a fair land to be so empty.” 

“Tt is not empty,” said Kat. “There are many birds and beasts living in this 
land.” 

“But no people,” said Alex. “Not that people always make a land better, but it 
seems a little odd.” 

“Tt wouldn’t seem odd if you saw a winter here,” said Thrang. “We may not 
be that far north, but winters in this open land are hard. It would be difficult to 


farm here during the cold months.” 


“How many months of the year are cold?” Alex questioned, remembering that 
the Thraxon calendar had fifteen months instead of twelve. 


“Normally only six,” said Thrang. “Of course, there are two months of spring 
and two of fall when the weather is unpredictable.” 


“Five months of summer, then,” said Arconn. 


“Yes, in a normal year we can expect five months of fair and warm weather,” 
said Thrang. “Though some years it is less and some more. Luckily, it is still 
early summer. We passed the last days of spring on our way to Benorg.” 


“That means we will have at least four months to reach the Isle of Bones and 
search it before the weather starts to change,” said Kat. 


“Yes, that sounds about right,” agreed Thrang. “Though it shouldn’t take us 
more than a month to reach the island.” 


Alex wondered how long it would take to search the Isle of Bones once they 
got there. He assumed it must be a fairly large island or it wouldn’t be worth 
trying to mine there. He worried that it might take a long time just to find any 
sign of Albrek’s party. 

As the days passed and they continued riding just north of due east, they 
discussed the size of the island and several other things, but there were no real 
answers to many of their questions. 

One of the most important questions, however, was how they would get to the 
island once they had reached the Eastern Sea. Luckily, Thrang had an answer for 
that one. 

“There are cities and villages along the coast,” he said. “We can hire a boat to 
take us there and bring us back when our search is done.” 

“How did Albrek get to the island?” Alex questioned. 

“T don’t know,” said Thrang in a thoughtful tone. “The records didn’t say 
anything about him taking boats of his own, so I have to assume that he hired 
boats to carry him and his people to the island just as we will.” 

“Perhaps the dwarfs built boats when they reached the sea,” Arconn offered. 

“Perhaps,” said Thrang, considering the idea. “Though I don’t know of any 
dwarf who’s ever built a boat big enough for that. We’re land folk and not much 
for riding water and waves.” 

“TIl remember that when we make our own crossing,” Alex teased. 
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One evening, as they were looking for a campsite, the unmistakable smell of 
smoke filled the air. Arconn rode up a small hill to the south of the company in 
order to take a look around. Alex wondered where the smoke was coming from 
and if there might be trouble close at hand. 

Arconn soon returned with a smile on his face. “A town. A mile or so ahead 
of us.” 

“How large a town?” questioned Thrang. 

“Perhaps thirty houses,” answered Arconn. “If we turn south here, we will 
come to the main road.” 

“T don’t remember there being a town so near the mountains,” Thrang said. 
“Though it has been a long time since I or any of my people have come this 
way.” 

“Did it look like there was a tavern in the town?” Nellus questioned. 

“I believe there was,” Arconn answered. 

“Tt would be good to sleep indoors if we can,” Thrang said. “Let’s stop at this 
town and see if the tavern will put us up.” 

“An excellent idea,” said Barnabus. 

“And remember,” said Thrang, turning in his saddle to look at them all, “our 
honors are bound together. Small towns are not always friendly to outsiders, so 
try not to cause any unwanted trouble.” 

They all agreed and followed Thrang as he and Arconn led them to the main 
road. The town was not impressive to look at as they rode into it. A handful of 
small wooden houses were clustered together along a single dirt road. Alex 
noticed a few fields that looked well cared for, but nothing that could be called a 
proper farm. 

“The Lost Fiddler,” read Nellus, nodding to the sign outside the tavern. 

“He must have been lost to find himself here,” said Barnabus. 

Thrang dismounted and entered the tavern, returning with a thin, balding man 
and a red-faced boy. 

“Seven of you?” the thin man said, a look of surprise on his face. “Not many 
travelers in these parts.” 

“Can you put us up for the night?” Thrang questioned. 


“Yes, we have room,” said the thin man. “If you don’t mind doubling up.” 


“That will be fine,” said Thrang. “Though we will require one single room for 
one of our company.” 


The man nodded. “Three doubles and a single. That won’t be a problem. Ned 
here will take care of your horses.” 


Ned seemed more cheerful than the tavern owner and bowed politely to them. 
Alex whispered softly to Shahree and then followed Thrang and Arconn into the 
tavern. The smell of cooking meat and smoke met him as he entered the 
building, and he realized how hungry he was. 


“If you’d like something to eat or drink, Rose can get you what you need,” 
said the thin man, pointing toward the bar area. “TIl see to your rooms.” 


With these final words, the man hurried off, and Alex and his friends walked 
into the bar. A few locals were sitting at tables around the room, and a group of 
three rough-looking men was standing together at one end of the bar. Another 
man stood alone at the far end of the bar, and something about him caught Alex’s 
attention. 


Rose, a middle-aged woman with dark brown hair, welcomed them and asked 
what she could get for them. They all ordered drinks and whatever she had to 
eat, not wanting to make things difficult for her. 


“T can fix most anything,” said Rose, smiling at the group. “How about some 
steaks and eggs and perhaps a few potatoes?” 


“That would be nice,” said Thrang. 


Rose nodded and hurried off to get their drinks. Alex and his friends sat down 
at two small wooden tables, speaking softly to each other while they waited. 
Alex’s attention returned to the man standing alone at the bar. He sensed 
something about the stranger, but he couldn’t make up his mind exactly what it 
was. He didn’t think there was any danger, but still, there was something vaguely 
magical about the man. 


Rose returned with their drinks and a basket with fresh bread, butter, and jam. 
Alex helped himself to the bread and let his eyes wander around the room. The 
locals glanced at them from time to time, as did the three men standing together 
at the bar. Only the man standing alone seemed to pay no attention at all to the 
company, which Alex thought was a bit odd. 


“Walsh, the landlord, says the town’s only been here for about thirty years,” 
Thrang said. 


“Tt looks a hundred years old,” said Arconn. “The weather has been hard on 


the wood—and the people.” 
Thrang nodded. “They would have done better to build from stone.” 


Alex was only half-listening to his friends. Kat had gotten up from the other 
table and was approaching the solitary man at the bar. He wondered what Kat 
was doing, and without thinking about it, he nervously shifted his staff in his left 
hand, ready to use it if necessary. 


“Alex,” said Thrang, a bit louder than normal. 
“Sorry, what?” Alex looked away from Kat and back to Thrang. 


“T was just asking if you thought the weather would hold,” Thrang said, 
looking unhappy about having to repeat himself. 


“Tt should,” answered Alex absently. “The weather should be good for the 
next few months.” 


“Away, witch!” the man at the bar shouted in a commanding tone. 


All eyes turned to the bar. Kat backed away from the man, turning and 
hurrying to the back of the bar. She sat at a separate table, obviously shaken. 


Alex looked quickly at his friends. They all looked as stunned as he felt, but 
none of them made any kind of movement. He felt a wild and reckless surge of 
anger rising up in him, and he gripped his staff in his fist. 

“Alex, no,” said Thrang, his voice low and urgent. 

“What?” Alex had started to rise to his feet, but Thrang’s voice stopped him. 

“Don’t,” said Arconn. 


“What are you saying?” Alex asked in surprise. “Did we not agree to uphold 
each other’s honor?” 


“This is different,” Thrang whispered. 
“How?” Alex asked, confused. 


“He’s not just a man,” said Arconn, nodding toward the man at the bar. “He’s 
a paladin.” 


“A what?” Alex asked, angry that his friends were trying to hold him back. 
“A paladin,” Thrang repeated. “A holy or sacred warrior.” 
“And that means we should let this insult pass?” Alex said hotly. 


“They have powers of their own,” said Arconn, putting his hand on Alex’s 
shoulder and guiding him back into his seat. “Some say they are the equal of 
wizards—if not greater.” 


“T doubt that is true,” said Alex, the reckless feeling getting the better of him. 


“Perhaps it is not true, but this is not the time to find out,” said Thrang, his 
voice full of fear. 


“The little one wishes to defend the witch,” one of the three men at the bar 
said loudly. 


“Listen to the dwarf and the elf, boy,” the second man added. “They know 
better than to meddle in things that do not concern them.” 


“But the little one carries a staff,” said the third man with a laugh. “Perhaps 
he thinks himself a wizard, free to meddle when and where he chooses.” 


It happened too quickly for Thrang or Arconn to say or do anything. In a 
flash, Alex was on his feet, his staff blazing like the sun and filling the room 
with light. The three men at the bar were picked up and thrown across the room, 
pinned to the wall by Alex’s magic. The locals screamed and ran for the door, 
and Alex ignored them. He moved closer to the men he magically held against 
the wall, the reckless feeling burning inside of him and threatening to overtake 
him completely. 


“Enough,” the man at the far end of the bar said loudly. “Release them, 
wizard, and face me.” 


Alex did not release the three men, but he turned toward the man who had 
called Kat a witch. The man looked directly into Alex’s eyes with a slight grin 
on his face, as if he had heard everything Thrang and Arconn had said and was 
not at all amused by it. Alex moved to meet him, shifting his staff from his left 
hand to his right, ready to confront the paladin and whatever powers he might 
have. 


The room seemed to vanish around him, and all Alex could see was the 
stranger by the bar. He held the paladin’s gaze and felt the contest of power and 
will begin. Alex immediately knew he was the stronger of the two. Time seemed 
to stand still. For Alex, there was nothing but the stranger in front of him and the 
recklessness inside of him. 

You must bow to me, said a voice in Alex’s mind. You must bow and 
acknowledge that I am greater. 

No, Alex answered in his own mind, directing his thoughts back at the 
stranger. You will bow to me and apologize for your rash words. 

They stood, locked in combat that no one else could see, for what seemed like 
a long time, Alex resisting the words of the stranger and forcing his own will and 
words back at him. 


The end came as quickly as it had begun. There was a flash in Alex’s mind, 
and he knew that he had overcome the stranger. He blinked once to clear his eyes 
and the wild, reckless feeling slipped away from him. He stood in the middle of 
the room, though he didn’t remember moving there. 

“Forgive me,” said the stranger. “Forgive my pride and arrogance.” 

Alex looked down and saw the stranger kneeling in front of him. He glanced 
at his friends, their faces frozen in fear and amazement. The three men he’d held 
against the wall had fallen to the floor, pale and gasping for breath. 

“What is your name?” Alex questioned the kneeling man. 

“I am known by many names,” the stranger answered, his head bowed almost 
to the floor. “In this land, I am called Bane.” 

“Why did you attack as you did?” 

“T felt your power when you entered,” the paladin answered. “I heard your 
conversation with the dwarf and the elf. For a moment, I thought they would 
convince you to let my harsh words pass. I was already angry with myself for 
speaking too quickly to the seer, and I wanted you to confront me. Then my 
friends spoke out of turn, and you attacked them instead. I could not let them 
suffer for what I had done.” 

“Why did you not just apologize to my friend?” Alex asked, his tone 
softening. 

“My pride would not allow that. It was also my pride that forced me to test 
myself against you. I thought myself more powerful, but I was wrong. Forgive 
me, master wizard, I have been a fool.” 

“Will you take back your hasty words and apologize to my friend?” 
questioned Alex. 

“Gladly,” said Bane, looking up for the first time. “I know you could force me 
to apologize, and I appreciate the opportunity to ask the seer for her 
forgiveness.” 

“Then I will forgive you as well,” said Alex, putting his hand out and helping 
the man back to his feet. “I am Alexander Taylor, but my friends call me Alex.” 

“Then I hope to be among your friends, young wizard,” said Bane, smiling 
weakly. 

Alex nodded. “There is only one thing left for you to do before we can be 
friends.” Alex glanced to the far corner of the room where Kat sat, looking as 
shocked as the rest of the company. 


“As you wish,” said Bane, bowing and walking quickly toward Kat. 


Alex watched for a moment and then turned back to his friends at the table. 
Thrang and Arconn still looked dumbstruck, as did Nellus and Barnabus. Thrain 
looked pale and terrified, like he wanted to run and hide. Alex sat down at the 
table, and that seemed to break the spell that was holding his friends motionless. 


“I... I don’t know what to say,” Thrang stuttered, looking at Alex. “I’ve 
never seen or heard of anything .. .” 


“An impressive feat,” Arconn said, his voice a little shaky. “I have never 
heard of a paladin bowing to a wizard.” 


“How did you... ?” Nellus stammered, unable to finish his question. 


“Tt was a test of will, but it is over now,” Alex answered. “And I was only 
doing what Thrang asked us all to do.” 


“Yes, but . . . a paladin,” Thrang managed to say. 

At that moment, Kat and Bane walked up to the table. 

“My thanks, Master Taylor,” said Kat, bowing to Alex. “I am in your debt.” 

“As am I,” Bane added, also bowing. 

Alex glanced at the three men who were struggling to get off the floor. 
“Perhaps your friends need some assistance,” he said to Bane. The paladin 
hurried over to them and said something that Alex could not hear, and then 
returned to the table. 

“Tf it’s all right,” said Bane slowly. “They would like to ask your forgiveness 
as well.” 

“Perhaps I should ask for theirs,” said Alex. “I don’t make a habit of throwing 
people around magically, and I’m afraid I’ve hurt them more than their words 
hurt me.” 

“No, master wizard,” said the first man, kneeling down with his two friends. 
“We spoke as fools, and you were right to punish us.” 

“Forgive us for our rash words,” said the second man in a pleading tone. 

“We did not think, and we are sorry that we offended you,” the third man 
added quickly. 

“Then rise as friends,” answered Alex. 

The three men stood up and bowed to Alex and the rest of the company. Bane 
nodded to his friends, and they quickly made their way out of the tavern. 

“And all is well between us, then?” Alex questioned, looking from Kat to 


Bane. 


“All is well,” answered Kat. “And I ask that you not place all of the blame on 
Master Bane. I offered help where it was neither needed nor wanted.” 


“And I spoke too quickly, without thought,” Bane added. “In the future I will 
not be so hasty.” 


“Good,” said Alex. “Now, I think we should eat. Bane, you are welcome to 
join us.” 

Bane glanced at Thrang. “The leader of the adventure should be the one to 
invite guests,” he said politely. 

“My apologies, Master Silversmith,” said Alex. “I seem to have forgotten my 
place.” 

“What’s that?” said Thrang, looking between Alex and Bane. “Oh, yes, we 
would be honored if you would join us.” 


“The honor is mine,” said Bane, bowing to Thrang. “I would count it a great 
blessing to share a meal with your company.” 


Thrang offered Bane a chair, and Alex suggested they push the two tables 
together into one long table. Bane and Thrang sat at opposite ends of the table, 
and Alex sat next to Bane. He wanted to talk to the paladin and find out more 
about him. 


“Changed the seating, then, have you?” Rose remarked as she returned with a 
large platter. “And added a new friend as well. The two of you have scared away 
my regular customers, you know,” she said to Alex and Bane. 


“T am sorry,” Bane said. “The fault is mine, and I will gladly compensate you 
for the loss of business.” 


“Oh, that’s not needed,” said Rose with a laugh. “Those old grumps needed a 
bit of shaking up. They sit here every night and drink one mug apiece, and they 
never leave a tip. After tonight, I expect they’ll be drinking a bit more for the 
next few days.” 

“Tf it’s not too much trouble, there will be eight for dinner,” said Thrang. 
“And please, put the mugs on our bill.” 

“No trouble at all,” said Rose, putting the large platter of potatoes on the 
table. “Pll be just a minute with the rest of it, and then PII leave you be.” 

Rose moved surprisingly fast, and soon everyone in the company had filled 
their plates with hot food. Alex noticed that Bane made sure everyone had 
enough of everything before helping himself, and he smiled approvingly. He had 


never met a paladin before, and he didn’t remember reading anything about them 
in any of his studies. 


“Have you traveled far?” Bane asked, looking at Thrang. 


“Not yet,’ said Thrang, cutting into his steak. “Our adventure is just 
beginning, and we have a long road to travel before its end.” 


“May I ask which direction that road lies?” Bane asked. “Of course, if you’d 
rather not say, I understand.” 

“We go east,” said Thrang simply. 

“I have just come from the east,” said Bane. “I had heard stories of trouble 
there, though I had none myself.” 

“What kind of trouble?” Thrang questioned. 


“Rumors of bandits or maybe trolls,” Bane answered. “I saw few tracks in my 
travels, so I can’t say which, if any, of the rumors are true.” 


“Trolls have more wealth than bandits,” Alex pointed out. 
“And are often more dangerous,” Arconn added. 
“And both are best avoided,” said Nellus, his voice troubled. 


“Well, we won’t go looking for them,” said Alex. “I was just thinking if we 
had to face one or the other.” 

“T doubt that either would be much trouble for Master Taylor,” Bane said. 

“You are too kind,” said Alex. “And please, call me Alex.” 

Their meal went on with a great deal of talk, but not much laughter. Bane 
knew a great deal about the land to the east, and they all listened closely as he 
told them about the difficulties he had run into and rumors he had heard. 

“There are more dangers in Thraxon then there once were,” Bane concluded, 
pushing his chair back from the table. 

“Not enough adventurers,” said Thrang, nodding his head. “If more 
adventures were going on here, many of the troubles you’ve heard of would be 
removed.” 

“Perhaps,” Bane allowed. “Though the people of the land have some 
responsibility as well. They should not wait for adventurers to come and solve 
their problems for them.” 

“True,” said Thrang, stroking his beard. “And the different peoples of 
Thraxon have not worked together for many years. I will mention it to King 
Thorgood when we return to Benorg.” 


“Do you know the king well?” Bane questioned. 

“Better than most,” said Thrang. “I have been one of his ministers. And this is 
his adventure, in a manner of speaking.” 

“Then perhaps I could impose on you,” said Bane, leaning forward intently. “I 
am on my way to Benorg, and I need to search its history. Perhaps you could 
send a message to the king, asking for his assistance in my quest.” 

“We know nothing of you or your quest,” said Thrang carefully. “I would 
need to know something about you and what you are looking for before I could 
ask the king to help you.” 

“Yes, of course,” said Bane. “I will be happy to tell you anything I can.” 

“But not everything,” said Alex, looking at Bane. 

“You see much,” said Bane with a nod. “Yes, there are some things that I 
cannot tell, not even to a wizard like yourself.” 

“Then tell us your story if you will,” said Thrang. “If there are parts you must 
leave out, we will understand and not ask questions.” 


Chapter Seven 


The Paladin’s Tale 


Alex and his companions leaned back in their chairs, waiting expectantly. For 
several minutes Bane said nothing. His head was bowed slightly, as though he 
was trying to remember something from the distant past. If Alex hadn’t known 
better, he would have thought that Bane had fallen asleep. 


Bane lifted his head, and Alex was surprised to realize that Bane was actually 
a great deal older than he appeared to be. The paladin looked worn and tired, and 
his face had turned a slight gray color. 


“T was born in Goval,” said Bane slowly, “before it was divided into two 
lands. I had an easy childhood, or at least as easy as any childhood can be. 
Nothing of great importance happened to me as a child, and I mention it only so 
you will know that I was once a normal man.” 


Bane paused, a troubled look crossing his face, but it was quickly gone, and 
he continued his story. 


“When I was sixteen years old, the wars in Goval began. At the time, I didn’t 
know who started the wars, or why. To me, war looked like a great adventure, an 
opportunity to win fortune and fame. With such thoughts in my mind, I left my 
happy home and joined one of the many armies that marched across the land. 


“T was a boy pretending to be a man. I knew nothing of war and less of life. 
Sadly, I learned too much about both, for I had a gift. The art of war came 
naturally to me, too naturally, in fact. I should have stayed at home, but that 
thought did not occur to me until it was much too late to go back. By the time I 
was seventeen, I had killed twenty men in single combat, and many more than 
that in the massed attacks between the armies. 


“War is bloody, dirty work, but I took to it willingly, and my fame began to 
grow among the soldiers of our army. I was respected as a warrior, though I was 
still a boy. The fame went to my head, and I became proud and arrogant, two 
things I struggle with even today.” 


Bane took a long drink from his mug. Alex could understand Bane’s feelings 
and desires, as he had sometimes felt a similar thirst for battle when wielding his 
sword, Moon Slayer. 


“As my reputation grew,” Bane continued, “so did my responsibility. When I 


was eighteen, I commanded a squad of men. By the time I was twenty, I 
commanded a company. In four short years, the army had become my life. I had 
almost forgotten the home and family that I’d once had. 


“When I was twenty-one years old, our army joined with another, and we 
received a new lord to rule us in our deadly game. He was a wise man, cunning 
on the battlefield and careful with the lives of his men. He had heard about me 
and ordered me to stand before him. At the time, I thought it was the greatest 
moment of my life. 


“He began to train me to be more than just the mindless leader of a company. 
He taught me tactics and strategies. He showed me how to win men’s loyalty and 
get the most out of them. Those were the good lessons he taught me—but there 
were other lessons as well.” 


A look of pain crossed Bane’s face. He stared at the table in front of him, lost 
in thought. When he spoke again, his voice was tight, and he had some difficulty 
with the words. 


“I learned to be cold and cruel,” he said. “In war, the ruthless often have the 
advantage. Under the training of my new master, I learned to put aside my own 
feelings, to do what needed to be done—no matter what. It was a hard lesson for 
me to learn because, up until that time, I had always thought that mercy and 
honor had a place on the battlefield. 


“T did things that I will never speak of, things that should not have been done. 
My master praised me and my actions, but deep in my own heart, I knew I had 
done wrong. I hid my doubts and buried my feelings deep. If I did evil, it was 
only to bring about a greater good, or so I told myself at the time. If the innocent 
had to pay the price for our victory, well, that was not my concern because only 
our final victory mattered. The innocent would be taken care of once my master 
was king of all the land. 


“Tt was during this time that I began to understand what evil really is. My 
master seemed to change as time passed as well, becoming more desperate to 
win battles and less careful with his army. We were coming to the end, but I 
could not see it. All that mattered to me was that we fight. Victory could still be 
ours, if only we could keep going. 


“The end of that time in my life is a bloody story, and I will not retell it now. 
Simply know that the end did come, and when it did, I was at my master’s side, 
though even then I did not realize what was truly happening. I was blinded by 
the hate he had poured into me.” 


Bane paused, taking a few deep breaths and running his hands through his 
hair. 


“The end came,” he repeated grimly. “We were caught by our enemies. I tried 
to help my master escape, tried to run to the hills and start again. We would 
rebuild our army, even if it meant traveling to another land. But our attempt was 
in vain. We were cornered. Not by soldiers, but by wizards. 


“Four wizards—true wizards like Master Taylor here—who did not seek 
power for themselves, but justice for the people of Goval. I was bound by their 
spells and made to watch what they did to my master. At first I thought they 
would torture him and make him pay for the dark deeds that he had done and 
that others had done in his name. Torture was not what the wizards were about, 
and that was something I had not expected. 


“They spoke a magic spell together, and a shadow of darkness tore away from 
my master’s body. I did not understand what I was seeing. I knew little of magic 
and even less about the dark creatures that exist in the known lands. The shadow 
spoke to the four wizards, but I did not hear what it said. Before the wizards 
could capture or destroy the shadow, my old master rushed at them, distracting 
them from their final task. 


“The old man was destroyed, but the shadow that had been inside of him 
escaped. I thought the wizards would destroy me as well, but they did not. With 
a few kind words, they removed the darkness and shadows from my mind so I 
could see the truth, so I could understand the evil that had been done. I could 
finally understand what I had done in the name of victory, and, for the first time 
in years, I could feel with the emotions of a man. 


“Tt was an act of kindness, but still the guilt for my evil deeds overcame me. 
For a long time I wished for death, but that was not to be. The wizards helped 
me overcome my guilt and found ways to heal the wounds I had inflicted on the 
land and people of Goval. I traveled for many years in the company of one or 
another of these wizards, until finally the four of them came together once 
more.” 


Bane closed his eyes and leaned back in his chair. He shook his head as if 
trying to wake himself from a dream. 


“These four great men asked me to take on a final quest,” said Bane, half- 
smiling as he spoke. “They explained to me what the shadow I had seen was, 
though words fail to express its true nature and horror. I will simply say that it 
was a shadow of evil that could posses a person and use that person for its own 


ends. I have heard it called by many names in many lands, but the result is 
always the same: war and pain. 


“T accepted the quest, thinking it would be a way to repay some of the evils I 
had done. I did not know then that my quest would last so long, but even now, I 
feel the punishment is light compared to my crimes.” 

Bane stopped as a sudden cough racked his body violently. It was several 
minutes before he caught his breath again, but no one said anything or even 
moved. 

“So, my new masters gave me power,” said Bane, rubbing his chin. “They 
passed some of their own power to me and sent me into the known lands as a 
paladin. Now I hunt the shadow that possesses men, and my quest will not end 
until I find it and destroy it, or it destroys me.” 

There was a long silence as Bane finished speaking, and the only noise came 
from the fire burning in the hearth. 

Alex considered Bane’s story, remembering something his own teacher, 
Whalen Vankin, had told him. 

“I see now why my friends were so concerned when I wanted to confront 
you,” Alex said at last. “I did not recognize you for what you are, and I did not 
understand what they meant when they called you a paladin.” 

“A name for common people to use,” said Bane. 

“Yet I know another name, a name that I will not speak in this company,” said 
Alex. “If I had known that that was what you are, I would not have confronted 
you as I did.” 

“And yet you proved the stronger,” said Bane, a look of wonder on his face. 

“How long have you been on this quest?” Arconn asked quietly. 

“A long time,” Bane answered. “Sometimes it feels like forever, and I think 
the quest will have no end. But I cannot give it up.” 

“Your story rings true,” said Thrang after a moment. “I will gladly ask King 
Thorgood to assist you in your quest.” 

“You are most kind,” said Bane, inclining his head to Thrang. 

“T think I may also be able to assist you,” said Alex. “Perhaps more than the 
libraries of Benorg, unless I miss my guess.” 

“You know of the creature? The shadow of which I spoke?” Bane questioned, 
a hint of excitement in his voice. 


“I believe I do,” said Alex. “If it is the same creature, and I feel sure that it is, 
I have confronted it twice.” 

“Twice?” Bane repeated in amazement. 

“Tt tried to tempt me,” said Alex. “It wanted me to join with it. It made me 
promises of power, wealth, and fame.” 

“Promises it could not keep, unless it used the power in you to bring such 
things to pass,” said Bane. “Will you tell me where these meetings took place?” 

“The first was in Vargland,” said Alex, glancing at his friends. “The shadow 
was controlling several wraiths there. I was not yet a trained wizard and did not 
understand what I was facing. It nearly destroyed me, and I was saved only 
because my friends called me back from the wall.” 

“More than one called you back?” Bane questioned in surprise. 

“I called him back partway,” said Arconn, a pained look on his face. “I did 
not have the power to call him back completely.” 

“Perhaps not,” said Alex. “But you had the presence of mind to take me to 
one who could call me back—or, as you once said, demand that I return.” 

“A close thing, even for her,” said Arconn. 

“Yes, it was,” agreed Alex. 

“So you escaped it once when you were not trained, and then you met it 
again?” Bane asked. 

“By chance, it traveled with an adventurer who was part of the company I had 
joined,” Alex explained. “I was still being trained and had not yet taken my staff 
so I did not see or feel the shadow until it was almost too late.” 

“The adventurer—were you able to save him?” Bane questioned in a worried 
tone. 

“T was not,” said Alex sadly. “He was lost, and the shadow escaped. That was 
in the far north of Norsland, not long ago.” 

“Twice you have met the shadow and twice you have overcome it. I think the 
shadow will avoid meeting you a third time,” said Bane with a nod. 

“Perhaps,” Alex agreed. “I think I could hold it now, but I do not know how 
to destroy it.” 

“I have little doubt that you could destroy it if you needed to,” said Bane in a 
confident tone. “You overcame me easily, and I was sent to be this shadow’s 
bane.” 


“Yes, but your powers are not fully yours to use,” said Alex. “I think your 
powers would have been greater if I had been evil. If I had accepted the 
shadow’s offer, I would be less than I am. You would have prevailed.” 


“T wonder,” said Bane softly. “I am glad that such a test will never come.” 
“As am I,” said Alex. 


“Now that you have some idea where the shadow has been, will you still go 
to Benorg?” Kat asked Bane. 


“Yes,” said Bane. “I would still like to search the records of the city to see if 
there is any mention of the shadow. I doubt that the records will name it as such, 
but I will know just the same.” 


“T doubt that the shadow remained in Norsland anyway,” Alex said. “It was 
going to look for a new servant, or perhaps I should say victim. Though it may 
wish to return to Norsland, once that victim is found.” 


“Why do you say that?” Bane questioned. 
“Tt thinks there is something waiting for it there,” answered Alex. 


Bane looked at Alex, confused. Alex smiled and told the story of the last time 
he’d met the shadow. As he spoke, he could feel his friends’ eyes on him. He 
hadn’t told them the entire story of this part of his last adventure, and he was a 
little embarrassed to be telling it now. 


“Tt will be disappointed when it returns,” Bane said with satisfaction. 
“Though I am sorry that the adventurer could not be saved.” 


“He made his own choice,” said Alex. “I feel sorry for him, but he had to pay 
the price for the choices that he made.” 


“As do we all,” said Bane with a bleak smile. 


“What happened to the four wizards who sent you on this quest?” Thrain 
asked shyly. 


“That is not important,” Alex interrupted. “What is important is that Bane is 
still on his quest. I, for one, will help in any way I can.” 


“You have already helped a great deal,” said Bane. “More than anyone else I 
have met in my journeys.” 


“But—the wizards?” Thrain persisted. 


“We should go to bed,” Alex suggested. “Tomorrow we must start on the road 
again, and I know that Bane has a long journey ahead of him as well.” 


“Yes, of course,” said Thrang, catching the quick look Alex gave him. “To 


bed, and the road in the morning.” 


Alex and Bane remained seated as the others got up from the table and left for 
their rooms. 


“Aren’t you coming, Alex?” Thrain questioned. 
“TIl be along shortly,” said Alex. 


Alex watched as Thrang pulled Thrain aside, whispering something in his ear. 
He felt a little sad for his young friend, but he knew there was nothing he could 
do about it just now. 


“You were kind to deflect his question,” Bane said once he and Alex were 
alone. 


“T knew the answer would trouble you,” said Alex. “I will explain it to him 
later, if he still wishes to know.” 


“T suppose you wish to know the parts of my story I did not tell,” Bane said. 


“T will not pry,” said Alex. “Much of what was missing I could see without 
your speaking it. Anything that I could not see is not important for me to know.” 


“Thank you,” said Bane. “You have been both kind and helpful.” 


“What will you do now?” Alex questioned. “I know your trip to Benorg will 
be a short one.” 


“After hearing your story, I will admit I thought of going to Norsland,” Bane 
answered. “I could wait for the shadow to return and hope to take it by surprise.” 


“Yet you have doubts about that plan,” Alex stated. 

Bane nodded. “Time means little to the shadow, and...” 

“And?” 

“T feel that something else is happening. Something is wrong in the known 
lands, something that I cannot clearly see.” 

“What do you mean?” Alex questioned. 

“The shadow slips away, and, at times, it seems to vanish completely. It is as 
if someone or something is helping it to escape me,” Bane answered. “I feel as if 
some great conspiracy is taking place, yet I can find no proof or trail to follow.” 

“A conspiracy to hide this shadow?” 

“Not just the shadow. I have seen things in many lands—things that should 
not be. Yet it seems that people don’t notice the danger. Or perhaps they don’t 
care as they once did.” 


“What is this conspiracy? What is it they want? Power? Wealth?” 


“I don’t know,” said Bane. “Sometimes I feel that I should know, but the 
answer remains just out of sight. I do know that things are changing, and not for 
the better. Kingdoms are weakening, and old friendships are being forgotten. 
Perhaps that is what the conspiracy wants, but I don’t know why.” 

“Tf that is true, it must be a large conspiracy,” said Alex. “And a large group is 
easily discovered.” 

“Not if they were patient,” said Bane. “Not if they worked slowly over 
hundreds or even thousands of years. You know how long ago the wars in Goval 
started, Alex. You know how long I have been on this quest.” 

“Long enough that you would notice things like a careful and patient 
conspiracy.” 

“Yes,” said Bane. “I would ask you to do something for me.” 

“What can I do?” 


“Talk to the wizards that you know, pass on my thoughts to them,” said Bane. 
“Alert them to what might be happening and ask them to act, if they can.” 

“TPI do what I can,” said Alex. 

Bane nodded and sat silently for several minutes, looking into the fire across 
the room. 

“T think it would be best if I am gone before your company wakes in the 
morning,” he said at last. 

“Must you always travel alone?” Alex questioned quietly. 

“People’s lives are too short, and I am too old. I am a paladin and must 
always be on the move. I do not have time for ties to family or friends.” 

“Very well,” said Alex, feeling sorry for Bane. “I wish you good hunting in 
your quest.” 

“Thank you,” said Bane. 

“If ever I meet this shadow again, I will let you know,” Alex promised. “And 
if you ever need my assistance, please, feel free to call on me.” 

Bane nodded, but Alex knew that the paladin was unlikely to ever ask for 
assistance. The ancient warrior had searched the known lands for many long 
years, and Alex knew that in all that time, he was the first to offer him any kind 
of help. 

Alex stood up from the table and shook hands with Bane. He did not speak, 
but simply turned and left the paladin sitting alone at the table. 


Chapter Eight 


Road to Danger 


The next morning Alex was up before any of his companions. He wrote a 
letter to Whalen, explaining Bane’s thoughts about a conspiracy, and then went 
down to the bar and took a seat at one of the tables. He knew Thrang and the 
others would be along soon so he ordered breakfast for the entire company. 
While he waited, he wondered how far Bane had already traveled toward 
Benorg. 

“You’re up early,” Thrang said as he entered the room. 

“Or you’re up late,” said Alex. 

“Pm surprised you slept at all,’ Thrang said. “I thought you and your new 
friend would be up all night talking. I suspect there were things you needed to 
talk about that were best discussed in private.” 

Alex nodded. “And other things that were best not to speak of in front of the 
company.” 

“Like Thrain’s question? Did you have to ask Bane or did you already know 
the answer?” 

“Once I knew what Bane was, I knew the answer to Thrain’s question. 
Though what should concern us now are the rumors that Bane heard in his 
travels. I know I said trolls have more wealth than bandits, but I’m not in a hurry 
to meet either.” 

“Nor am I,” said Thrang. “Bane said he saw nothing as he traveled, so 
perhaps we will not be troubled either.” 

“Bane traveled alone,” Alex said. “There are seven of us. We will be easier to 
spot than he was.” 

“He traveled alone?” Thrang questioned. “Then who were the three men with 
him?” 

“Some things should not be asked,” Alex answered softly. 

Their discussion was interrupted as the rest of the company entered the room 
just as Rose arrived to serve breakfast. Alex noticed that Thrain looked dejected 
and not his normal happy self. Alex knew that it had taken a lot of courage for 
Thrain to ask Bane about the four wizards and suspected he was unhappy at not 
hearing the answer. But when Thrain seemed reluctant to look Alex in the face, 


Alex sensed that there was more to the problem. 

“T see Master Bane has gone,” said Arconn, taking his seat. 

“He had far to travel,” said Alex. 

“But he never answered my question,” said Thrain quietly, his eyes fixed on 
the table in front of him. 

“T will answer your question,” Alex said gently. “But when we are on the road 
once more, not here.” 

“We should discuss the road ahead,” Arconn said. 

“Alex and I were doing just that before you arrived,” said Thrang. “We will 
need to be careful and choose our campsites well.” 

“But Bane said he saw nothing,” said Nellus. 

“But he did hear rumors,” said Barnabus. 

“The trouble with rumors is you never know what to believe,” Kat said. 
“There might be bandits or trolls along our path, or there might be nothing at 
all.” 

“Or there might be something even worse,” Arconn added. 

“It’s no use trying to guess what we might or might not meet. We’ll be careful 
as we go, and our road goes east,” said Thrang. 

The sun was coming up as they left the tavern, and Alex was pleased to see 
that Ned had taken good care of their horses. As Thrang settled the bill, Alex 
handed Ned a couple of silver coins and thanked him for looking after the 
animals. Ned seemed stunned by the generous gift and thanked Alex several 
times before they rode away. 

“That was probably more than he makes in a month,” Kat commented, riding 
beside Alex. 

“Then he is underpaid,” said Alex with a laugh. 

Soon the small town was far behind them, but Thrang decided they should 
continue to follow the road simply because it was going in the right direction. 
Alex wondered about the wisdom of that decision, but he kept his thoughts to 
himself. 

After they had ridden for some time, Thrain drew up alongside Alex. “If I 
was wrong to ask about Bane, I’m sorry,” he said quietly. 

“You were not wrong to ask,” said Alex. “There is no secret that needs to be 
kept.” 


“Well then, can you tell me the answer?” Thrain asked. 


“Bane is a paladin,” Alex began. “But wizards use a different word, which is 
why I didn’t understand when Thrang and Arconn tried to warn me last night. 
The wizard word has much more meaning, of course, but paladin will do.” 


“Yes, we know he is a paladin,” said Thrang. “But what happened to the four 
wizards who gave Bane his quest?” 


“Tt is not a simple question to answer, even for me,” said Alex. “To create a 
paladin requires a great deal of magical power. It’s not as if the wizards could 
simply say, ‘You’re a paladin. Go on this quest.’ There is much more to it than 
that. To give Bane the power he would need, they had to let go of some of their 
own. The four wizards poured their own power into Bane. Once that was done, 
they were no longer wizards, but they were not simply men either.” 


“You mean they gave up their magical powers so Bane could go on his 
quest?” Thrain asked in a puzzled voice. 


“Yes,” answered Alex. 


“So Bane has the power of all four wizards in him?” Kat questioned after a 
long pause. 


“Yes,” Alex said again. 


“Yet you proved stronger in your test of will,” said Arconn, looking over his 
shoulder at Alex. “He bowed to you, not you to him.” 


“That is true,” said Alex. “However, Bane could not use all of his power 
against me. His full power can only be used against the shadow he chases or 
against those who serve that evil.” 


“Still, you were stronger than the four,” Kat said. 


“I am not evil, and I do not have the same restrictions that Bane has,” said 
Alex. “I said as much last night while telling him about my meetings with the 
shadow.” 


“Tt was impressive to see,” Barnabus said from behind Alex. 

“What was?” Alex asked, not sure what Barnabus meant. 

“The contest of power,” Barnabus answered. “It was impressive to see.” 
“What exactly did you see?” Alex questioned. 

“You don’t know?” Barnabus asked in reply. 

“T was a bit busy at the time,” said Alex with a slight smile. 

“You passed through the table like a ghost,” said Barnabus. “That alone was 


startling.” 

“And when you and Bane locked eyes, it was as if all light and sound had 
been drained from the world,” Arconn added. 

“All we could see was the two of you, standing there surrounded by a shining 
white light while the rest of the world was in darkness,” said Thrain, his voice 
shaking slightly. 

“Tt seemed to me that nothing else in all the known lands mattered but the 
outcome of your contest,” said Nellus. “Though I don’t think any harm would 
have come if Bane had prevailed.” 

“Perhaps no harm, but less good,” said Kat, looking away from Alex and 
toward the east. 

“I... I didn’t realize,” said Alex, shaking his head. “For me, you all just 
melted away until only Bane existed.” 

“When Bane knelt, it was like the world snapped back into being,” said 
Thrang, rubbing his nose on the back of his sleeve. 

“I will have to be more careful in the future,” said Alex. “I did not realize the 
effects of such a test on those not involved.” 

For a while they rode in silence. Alex now understood the stunned looks on 
his friends’ faces and the reason Thrain was reluctant to look him in the eye. 
They had seen a contest of two great powers—powers that they did not really 
understand. Alex knew it was fortunate that his contest with Bane had been 
nothing more serious than a test. If it had been real battle—a battle that his own 


reckless feelings had almost started—then things might have turned nasty. 
KK 


When they stopped for their midday meal, Arconn surveyed their 
surroundings. “This road seems little used, but the grass and weeds have not 
grown over it.” 

“Perhaps grass and weeds grow more slowly here. Or perhaps the rain from 
last week has washed away any tracks,” Nellus suggested. 

“Perhaps,” said Arconn, looking east along the road. “There is a strange feel 
to this road, but I cannot make out what it is.” 

“Should we perhaps leave the road and travel across open ground?” Alex 
questioned, voicing the thoughts he’d had earlier in the day. 

“The road goes in our chosen direction,” said Thrang, stroking his beard in 
thought. “To leave it would slow our progress.” 


“And to stay on it might lead us to danger,” Barnabus said. 

“We don’t know there is any danger,” said Kat. “If there is, it will find us as 
easily in the open as along the road.” 

“We will stay on the road for now,” said Thrang, his voice final. “If there is 
danger, then we will meet it when it comes. If there is no danger, we will move 
quicker on the road.” 

They all agreed, though Arconn’s comment about a strange feel to the road 
stuck in Alex’s mind. He, too, felt there was something strange about the road, 
but he also understood Thrang’s point about wanting to travel as quickly as 
possible. 

When they camped for the night, Alex felt more watchful than he normally 
did. There was nothing definite to trouble his thoughts, but something in the 
back of his mind continued to nag at him. He kept his worries to himself and 
listened while the others talked around the campfire. When the others went to 
their tents, Alex stood and looked into the darkness. There was danger ahead; he 
was certain of it. 

“May I speak with you?” Kat asked. 

Alex turned to look at her, unsurprised by her presence. He had half-expected 
her to remain at the fire when the others went to bed. “Of course,” he said. 

“I... I wanted to thank you for what you did,” said Kat, her voice halting as 
she spoke. “At the tavern.” 

“T did only what I said I would do,” said Alex. 

“Yes, but to face a paladin . . . that was a risk.” 

“T did not know what a paladin was. If I had known, I may have been more 
hesitant to face him.” 

“You would not have hesitated,” said Kat, sounding sure of her words. “To 
hesitate is not in your nature.” 


“You know me so well already.” Alex laughed. 

“I am a seer, and I often know things about people without knowing them for 
long.” 

“Can you see the possibilities, like an oracle?” Alex questioned. 


Kat shook her head. “There are different kinds of seers. Some see as oracles 
do, only not so clearly. That is not my gift.” 


“What is your gift?” Alex asked. 


“T have a gift for finding,” said Kat. “It is my strongest gift, though not my 
only one.” 


“You also have a gift for knowing the intentions of others,” said Alex. “If 
Bane had been evil, you would not have approached him as you did.” 


Kat smiled and nodded. “A useful gift, though at times it is unwelcome.” 


“Bane has many demons to fight. He was not angry with you, but with 
himself.” 


“T do not blame him,” said Kat. “But I do thank you for your actions.” 


Alex nodded and smiled at Kat. She was different than he thought she would 
be, and yet at the same time, almost exactly what he thought she would be. It 
was difficult to explain, and he did not try. 


Kat returned his smile and then headed to her tent. 


Alex watched her go, then turned to look into the darkness again. He knew 
there was nothing there, but for a long time he stood watching just the same. 


The following day passed with no sign of danger or other travelers. Alex 
began watching the road more closely, looking for anything—a footprint, a track, 
even a bit of garbage—that would show that other people had used it. There was 
nothing to be seen, however, and his thoughts remained troubled. 


After three days of following the road, Alex had given up on looking for any 
signs, and he turned his thoughts to other things. At first he spent his time 
practicing some methods that relaxed his mind but allowed his body to function 
as normal. He found this very restful, though it removed his need to sleep at 
night. After a few nights of not sleeping, he decided to practice some sensory 
exercises instead. They were supposed to help him know when someone was 
coming or if danger or enemies were close. He found these exercises much more 
difficult to do than relaxing his mind, and he guessed that having so many people 
around made it more difficult than it would be if he were alone. 


On their seventh day of following the road, Thrang stopped them next to a 
stream, the first they had found since leaving the mountains. 

“We have traveled far already, and a little extra rest will do us good,” Thrang 
said. “We will camp here.” 

“T would guess we are getting close to the Eastern Sea,” said Nellus, looking 
across the grasslands. “I think we’ve traveled at least a hundred and fifty miles 
from the mountains.” 

“Closer to two hundred,” said Arconn, jumping lightly from his saddle. 


“As you are so light on your feet, perhaps you can hunt us up some fresh 
meat,” Barnabus said to Arconn. 

“T have seen little to hunt, but I will try,” Arconn answered. 

“May I come along?” Thrain asked, his enthusiasm for the adventure having 
returned over the past several days. 

“Don’t go too far,” Thrang warned. “And keep both eyes open for trouble.” 

“We’ll do that.” Arconn laughed. “And perhaps, if we have a spare moment, 
we might look for game.” 

Thrang grunted as Arconn and Thrain walked away from camp. 

Alex knew that Thrang was worried about Thrain. It was true that this was 
Thrain’s first adventure and the young dwarf didn’t know a great deal about the 
dangers that came with adventures, but as long as he was with Arconn, he should 
be all right. Alex walked forward and stood by his dwarf friend, who was still 
looking north at where Thrain and Arconn had disappeared. 

“He’ll be fine,” Alex said. “Arconn is with him, after all.” 

“Yes, I suppose he will,” said Thrang. “And I suppose I’d better get a fire 
going, since Thrain has managed to sneak off before doing it.” 

Alex laughed and helped Thrang gather wood for their campfire, an easy task 
because there were more trees along the stream than there had been along the 
road. They soon had a large pile of wood, and Thrang ignited a small fire and 
began heating water for tea. 

Alex left the campsite and climbed a small hill to the northeast, wanting to get 
a good look at the countryside. Kat asked if she could walk with him, and he 
happily agreed. 

The hill was small and it took them only a few minutes to climb to the top. 
Alex leaned on his staff and looked around, taking in the change in landscape to 
the east and the distant mountains to the west. He glanced at Kat and saw that 
she was gazing north with a look of expectation on her face. 

“What is it?” Alex questioned, his voice lowered so as not to startle Kat. 

“Something strange,” answered Kat in a slow and dreamy voice. “Evil 
intentions, but I cannot name the source.” 

“Are we in danger?” 

“T do not think so,” Kat whispered. “Not now, not yet.” 

The dreamy look suddenly left Kat’s face, and she blinked and rubbed her 


eyes. She gave Alex a questioning look, and he explained what had just 
happened. 
“A trance?” Kat questioned. 


“Not exactly,” said Alex. “I think you were seeing or at least feeling 
something that was there. I couldn’t tell if you were looking at something in the 
future or at something that is some distance away from us.” 


“But that’s never happened before,” said Kat, a note of worry in her voice. 

“Tf it had, would you know?” 

“No, I suppose not.” 

“You will need to learn how to remember such things,” said Alex. “Perhaps I 
can help you with that. For now, I think we should mention this to the others.” 

“No,” Kat said quickly. “Not yet. Not until we know if my words hold any 
meaning.” 

“By the time we know, it might be too late for your words to do any good.” 

“If we remain watchful and careful, we should be fine.” 

“As you wish,” Alex agreed. He thought Kat’s prediction or premonition was 
a good thing. The more he thought about it, the more he felt that they were not in 
any immediate danger, so he was willing to do as Kat requested and not mention 
what had happened to any of the others. 

The two of them walked back to the camp in silence, but they had not been 
back for long when Thrain came rushing back to the camp alone. He looked 
worried and afraid, and it took several minutes for him to catch his breath before 
he could speak. 

“A huge snake,” Thrain managed to say at last. “Arconn told me to come 
back and let you know. He said it was a nag-something and that he was going to 
follow it.” 

“A nagas?” Alex questioned. 

“Yes, that’s what he said,” Thrain answered, still breathing hard and looking 
terrified. 

“What’s a nagas?” Thrang asked. 

“As Thrain said, a giant snake,” answered Alex, looking north. “They have a 
human-looking head, and they can speak to people if they choose to.” 

“Are they dangerous?” Kat questioned, looking slightly panicked. 

“They can be if they are startled or angered,” said Alex. “They are also 


known to protect treasure, or hoard treasure if they have not been given one to 
protect.” 


“And Arconn is following this thing?” Thrang asked, looking back to Thrain. 

“He said he would return shortly,” Thrain answered. “He didn’t seem to think 
there was any real danger.” 

“There may not be,” said Alex. “But some nagas are evil, and they have been 
known to attack unsuspecting travelers.” 


“That would explain why Arconn sent Thrain back to warn us,” Nellus said. 
“Yes, but not why he chose to follow the serpent in the first place,” said Alex. 


“Pm sure he had a good reason,” said Thrang. “Arconn would not do 
anything foolish.” 


“Should we look for him?” Barnabus questioned, glancing between Alex and 
Thrang. 


“He didn’t say anything about needing us to come after him, did he?” Thrang 
asked. 


“No,” said Thrain. “He said he would return shortly and told me to hurry 
back.” 


“Then we will wait,” said Thrang, his hand going to his beard as he thought. 
“Tf Arconn does not return soon, then we will go and look for him.” 


“T would suggest that I go and look,” said Alex, taking his eyes off the 
northern horizon to look at Thrang. “If all of us happened upon the nagas, it 
would feel threatened and might attack.” 


“Very well,” Thrang agreed. “I know from experience that you can take care 
of yourself in any situation.” 


The others settled back around the fire, but Alex stayed where he was. His 
eyes returned to the horizon, and he tried to use his powers to sense what was 
ahead of them on the road. The concern and high emotions of his friends at the 
fire made this difficult for him, but slowly he managed to expand his thoughts to 
the north. He was surprised to feel Arconn’s mood, and more surprised that the 
elf was not overly concerned with the creature he was following. 

Alex stretched his thoughts further, his hands gripping his staff with the 
effort. He could sense the nagas moving unconcerned between the trees and 
through the tall grass, apparently unaware that Arconn was following it. 

After several minutes Alex let his mind relax, shaking the blood back into his 
hands. He was not worried about Arconn, but a small part of him was worried 


that the nagas might still prove to be dangerous. 
With his heightened senses, he could hear his friends talking around the fire. 
“How long should we wait?” Barnabus questioned. 
“What exactly did Arconn say?” Thrang asked Thrain. 


“That he would return shortly,” Thrain answered, still pale from the shock of 
seeing the giant snake. 


“Tt will be dark soon,” Nellus pointed out. 
“Arconn can see in the dark,” Kat commented. 
“But we cannot,” said Thrang, sounding worried and irritated. 


They all stopped talking and sat staring into the fire. Alex continued to study 
the northern horizon, his senses on alert. Kat joined him by his side. 


“Could this be what I spoke of?” Kat questioned, her voice low so the others 
could not hear. 


“Perhaps,” answered Alex. 


“Then its intentions are evil, and it is waiting for a better time to attack us,” 
Kat said softly. 


“Yes,” Alex agreed. “I was thinking of the rumors Bane heard. A nagas would 
make travelers vanish, just as bandits or trolls would.” 


“So you think the rumors had something to do with this nagas creature?” 
“I do,” said Alex. 


Just then Arconn appeared, hurrying toward the camp with a grim but 
satisfied look on his face. 


“Thrain explained, then?” Arconn asked as soon as he could make himself 
heard over the questions of the others. 


“He did,” said Thrang. “And a foolish thing it was for you to go off following 
a giant snake.” 


“T had my reasons,” said Arconn calmly. 


“And what might they have been?” Thrang questioned, a note of anger in his 
voice. 


“I wanted to see where the creature made its home,” answered Arconn. “I 
thought the nagas might be the source of the rumors Bane had heard.” 


“T was thinking the same thing,” Alex added. 
“And did you find the pit where this serpent sleeps?” Thrang asked. 


“Yes, and my suspicions were verified,” said Arconn. “Bones and debris 
littered the ground in front of the serpent’s cave. I fear it has been waylaying 
travelers for some time now.” 

“And would waylay us, too, if it had a chance,” said Thrang. 

“Tt may have already seen us,” said Kat. 

“What’s that? How? When?” Thrang asked. 

Kat explained what had happened on the hill and that she now felt certain that 
the evil intentions she had felt came from the nagas, and that it was only waiting 
for a convenient time to attack them. 

“What should we do?” Barnabus asked. 

“Attack it first,” Nellus suggested. 

“Tt is growing dark, and the nagas would have great advantage in the dark,” 
said Arconn. 

“Yet we cannot remain here,” said Thrang thoughtfully. “If the nagas has seen 
us here, we should move. Then at least it will not find us where it expects us to 
be.” 

“There is some wisdom in that, though where to move to is a problem,” said 
Alex. “The nagas can move swiftly, and it will try to follow us wherever we go. 
If it does not find us here, it will be on guard, making it harder for us to attack 
it.” 

“What, then?” Thrang questioned, looking at Alex. 

“Perhaps we can draw it in,” Alex suggested. “It knows we are here, but it 
does not know that we know it is here.” 

“How difficult are these things to kill?” Thrang asked, fingering his ax. 

“They are powerful creatures, and some have stings in their tails,” said 
Arconn. 

“Their teeth are long and sharp, and they can raise as much as half their body 
off the ground,” Alex added. 

“Dangerous at both ends, then,” Thrang said. “Still, we must do something 
before this creature attempts to attack us.” 

“Tt is a difficult problem,” said Alex, thinking it through. “I would suggest not 
being in the tents where we are separated and vulnerable to attack, but if we are 
all in the open, then the nagas will see us and might wait for another time to 
attack.” 


“There are also the horses to consider,” said Arconn. “If it cannot get at us, it 
may go for the horses.” 

“Well, we must do something,” Thrang repeated, looking worried and 
desperate. “And we must do something now.” 


Chapter Nine 


The Nagas 


Alex sat alone beside the fire, watching as the flames began to fail. All of his 
senses were alert, and his mind searched the ground around their camp for any 
sign of the nagas. The others were crowded into two of their four tents, waiting 
for any sound that would indicate the nagas was attacking. It was a desperate 
plan, but they couldn’t think of anything else to do. 

As a precaution, Alex had put a hiding spell on their horses, so at least the 
nagas would not be able to find them easily. It was not a difficult spell, but there 
were seven horses, and it had required more time than Alex would have liked. 
Still, the horses should be safe, and once the nagas appeared, his friends would 
be close at hand. 


The nagas was both cunning and intelligent. No simple tricks would deceive 
the giant serpent, and they didn’t have time to plan anything too difficult. So 
Alex sat alone as bait, watching the fire and waiting for the nagas to arrive. He 
worried that his ability to feel the nagas was limited, and he hoped that he would 
have time to act before the nagas could attack him. 


Suddenly the hair on the back of Alex’s neck stood up. The nagas had arrived. 
Alex could feel its eyes looking at him from the darkness, searching the camp. 
Alex remained still, as if dozing by the fire during his watch. He needed the 
nagas to come closer before he tried anything or else it might escape into the 
darkness. 


Concentrating, he could feel the snake moving, circling the camp, and 
looking for the best place to attack. 


Alex stayed still, focusing his mind on the nagas. He knew exactly where it 
was, and he was impressed and a little surprised by the snake’s patience. The 
nagas was considering every possibility before it attacked, as if it half-expected 
some trick. For a moment Alex wondered if the creature had seen Arconn 
following it earlier, but he didn’t think that was the case. This was a careful 
creature by nature, but it was also ruthless in its desire to destroy. 


The movement was quiet and quick, and almost before Alex realized what 
was happening, the nagas was closing in on him. He spun around, lifting his staff 
as he turned. Without waiting to get a clear view of his enemy, he cast a freezing 
spell and called out for his friends to join him. 


The freezing spell caught the tail of the nagas, immobilizing the last third of 
the giant snake. Unfortunately, its front two-thirds was still very mobile, and the 
spell had infuriated the nagas. It had expected easy prey, but now it had to face 
six warriors and a wizard. 


The nagas lunged toward Alex, and he dove left to avoid being caught in its 
massive jaws. 


Alex rolled quickly to his feet, his hand frozen halfway to his sword. For a 
moment he stood, undecided about what to do. He could cast another spell using 
his staff, or he could draw his magic sword and attempt to fight the nagas 
physically. 

As he debated what to do next, he heard the sound of Arconn’s bow and 
Thrain’s crossbow. Arconn’s arrow hit the nagas squarely in the body, but it 
broke on the thick scales of the serpent. Thrain’s bolt, however, sank deep into 
the nagas’s body just behind its head. 

The nagas screamed in pain and rage. Rising up, it turned away from Alex, 
angling toward Thrain. Thrain was too busy reloading his crossbow instead of 
paying attention to the nagas and was unaware of the danger. 


Alex launched himself toward his friend, knocking Thrain away just as the 
nagas’s head struck the ground where Thrain had been standing. Alex rolled 
away from his friend, turning to see what the serpent would do next. Raising his 
staff, he prepared to cast another spell, but the nagas was too quick for him. Its 
massive head shot forward, missing Alex but striking his staff instead. The staff 
shuddered in Alex’s grasp, and he was thrown backward, slightly dazed. 


By the time Alex was back on his feet, the nagas was closing in on him. 
Nellus and Barnabus were staggering to their feet, having dodged the attack. 
Arconn and Kat were firing arrows, trying to find some soft spot on the monster 
where their arrows would do some good. There was a loud twang and the nagas 
rose up once more, screaming for a second time. Thrain had managed to fire a 
second bolt, this one striking the nagas in the eye. 

Alex didn’t wait to cast a spell; instead he drew his sword and ran forward. 
The reckless feeling he had experienced when he faced Bane returned once 
more, but now it was directed toward this snake that dared to attack him. The 
nagas’s head was ten feet in the air, so Alex swung his sword at the massive 
body in front of him and felt his blow slice through the scaled armor of his 
enemy, cutting the body almost in half. 


“Quickly!” Alex heard Thrang shout from behind him. 


The head of the nagas dropped toward the ground, unable to lift its broken 
body. 

Thrang charged with his ax, striking the head of the serpent as it tried 
desperately to crawl away. The nagas jerked wildly, and Thrang was thrown 
back. Alex ran to the head as well, lifting his sword for a final blow. The nagas 
wriggled madly on the ground, trying to twist its body over its head for 
protection, but its frozen tail made that impossible. Alex brought his sword down 
with all the strength he had. 

For a moment the nagas continued to move, but Alex knew that it was already 
dead. The reckless feeling was slipping away from him, but he realized how 
close it had come to controlling him completely. 

Barnabus and Nellus put their weapons away and helped Thrang to his feet, 
commenting on his bold attack. Alex smiled at Thrain, who looked pale and 
afraid but determined to stand his ground. 

“More dangerous than a dragon,” Thrang said, retrieving his ax from the 
severed head of the nagas. 

“Not as bad as that,” said Arconn. 

“Tt moved faster than I thought it would,” said Alex. 

“Lucky you were able to partially freeze it,” Thrang said, wiping his ax on the 
grass. 

“You... you saved me,” said Thrain, walking up to Alex. “It would have 
killed me if you hadn’t knocked me out of the way.” 

“You would have done the same for me,” said Alex. He looked around at his 
companions. “It appears that we are all unhurt.” 

“Yes, it does,” said Nellus, standing close to the fire. 

“T don’t suppose any of us wants to spend the rest of the night so close to that 
thing,” Kat said, a look of disgust on her face as she pointed at the dead nagas. 

“We will have to move camp,” said Thrang. “Even dead, this creature is 
unpleasant to be near.” 

They went to work at once, taking down tents and packing their things. Alex 
removed his hiding spell from their horses as Thrang asked Thrain to put out the 
fire. Arconn suggested they move closer to the nagas’s cave and search it once 
the sun had come up. 

“That would be best,” agreed Thrang. “I have no desire to be searching caves 
in the dark. Who knows what other creatures we might find.” 


“T doubt there are many creatures that would share a cave with a nagas,” said 
Alex. 


They followed the stream north for about a mile before setting up a new 
camp. The night was warm and clear, and since they didn’t plan on staying there 
long, they didn’t bother setting up their tents again. None of them felt tired after 
their fight with the nagas, so they spent the last hours of darkness sitting around 
the fire and talking. 


“A masterful final blow,” Barnabus said to Alex. “You were quick in the 
attack.” 


“A useful trait for the person who is the bait.” Kat laughed. 


“I was almost too slow,” said Alex. “The nagas moved much faster than I 
thought it would.” 


“But not fast enough.” Thrang laughed. “Though it was a close call for some 
of us. Young Thrain here was so busy thinking of attack, the creature almost had 
him. You should pay more attention to your enemy,” Thrang said to Thrain. 


“In the heat of battle, it is easy to forget the danger,” Alex said, glancing at 
Thrain, who looked a little embarrassed. 


“True enough,” Arconn added. “I have often seen warriors take terrible 
wounds simply because they were trying to attack and forgot their defense.” 


“All that you say is true,” said Thrang, his voice softer. “And Thrain did draw 
first blood. That’s not bad for a first-time adventurer—not bad at all.” 


The last few hours before sunrise passed quickly, and their talk dwindled to 
silence as the new day arrived. As the company ate breakfast, Alex noticed that 
Thrain still seemed a little shy of him. He wondered if the contest of power with 
Bane, and the fact that Alex had saved Thrain’s life, had made Thrain unsure of 
their relationship. 


Alex remembered the wild, reckless feelings that had almost overcome him 
while fighting the nagas and facing off against Bane. It was something he had 
never felt before, not even when he was fighting goblins with his magic sword. 
He considered asking Whalen about it, but he knew Whalen would tell him to 
control his emotions. The trouble was, the feeling wasn’t really an emotion. It 
was a sense of power, greater power than he had ever experienced before, and a 
recklessness that came from knowing he could not be defeated. It was strange, 
and it scared him more than he liked to admit. 


After breakfast, Arconn led them through the trees to a wide clearing full of 


wreckage. Broken wagons, carts, and bones were scattered over the ground. To 
one side of the clearing, a large cave opened into a small hillside, its dark 
opening looking like a patch of midnight that morning had forgotten to wipe 
away. 

“Why would so many people bring carts and wagons here?” Nellus 
questioned. 


“The nagas tricked them,” said Alex. “It must have made promises to these 
travelers to lure them close to its den.” 


“Then why did it not do the same with us?” Kat questioned. 

“Travelers are easier prey than adventurers are,” Arconn answered. 

“Yes,” agreed Thrang, looking around the clearing. “Arconn, Alex, and I will 
enter the cave. The rest of you, search the wagons and carts.” 

“For what?” Thrain asked. 


“Treasure, of course. The nagas could not easily move items from carts and 
wagons,” Thrang said. “It would be best for us to make a complete search.” 


The others did as Thrang asked, dismounting from their horses and beginning 
their work. Alex and Arconn rode forward with Thrang to the cave opening and 
tied their horses to a broken wagon wheel just outside the dark entrance. 


“We’ll need torches,” said Thrang. 


Alex smiled, and with a wave of his hand, conjured up several weir lights and 
sent them into the cave. 


“Yet another good reason to bring a wizard along,” said Thrang with a grin. 
“I find them easier than torches, and faster,” said Alex. 


“Halfdan said you used them to great effect on your last adventure together,” 
Thrang said. 

“They have many uses,” said Alex. “Right now they will make our search 
quicker. I don’t want to spend any more time in this cave than we have to.” 

“Nor do I,” said Arconn. 

Thrang nodded his agreement and led the way into the cave. The weir lights 
moved ahead of them, lighting the cave better than a dozen torches. Fortunately, 
the cave did not extend deep into the hill. It took only a minute or two for the 
three of them to find the main chamber, and when they did, they stopped in 
surprise. 

“You said these creatures hoarded treasure, but I did not expect this,” Thrang 


said to Alex. 


The floor of the chamber was covered with wealth. Gold and silver coins 
were scattered everywhere, making it appear as if the cave floor was solid metal. 
The weir lights reflected brightly off the treasure. 


“Tt will take at least two days to get all of this out in the open,” Thrang 
declared. 


“Yet well worth the labor,” Arconn said. 


“Yes, but I do not wish to remain in this dark place for two days or more,” 
said Alex. 


“So you would leave all of this behind?” Thrang asked, stunned. 

“That is not what I said,” Alex answered. “If you will allow me, I can quickly 
move all of this into my bag, and then we can find a better place to do the sorting 
and dividing.” 

“Not going to try and put one thing in your bag at a time, then.” Arconn 
laughed. 


“You two have taught me well,” said Alex with a bow, remembering the 
trouble he’d had the first time he’d used a magic bag. “Now, if you wouldn’t 
mind standing back—TI wouldn’t want to accidentally add the two of you to my 
bag.” 

Thrang and Arconn both laughed and stepped behind Alex. Alex lifted his 
bag and concentrated on the room in front of him. He had done something 
similar before, so he knew it would work now. He spoke softly so Thrang and 
Arconn would not hear the secret password to his magic bag, and in one 
shimmering moment, the chamber was emptied. 


“T’ve never seen that done before,” Thrang said, an astonished look on his 
face. “Piles of bags or stacks of wealth, yes, but never an entire room in one 
instant.” 


“Useful, if you are in a rush,” said Arconn. 


Thrang insisted on checking every corner of the empty cavern, so Alex sent 
the weir lights dancing around the room as Thrang searched. He even made a 
couple of them circle Thrang’s head. Arconn stifled a laugh when Thrang stood 
up too quickly and the weir lights bounced off his head, spinning wildly around 
the chamber. 


“Well, it seems you’ve done your work well,” said Thrang at last, swatting at 
one of the weir lights that had returned to circle his head. “Let’s get out of this 


hole and see what the others have found.” 


They left the empty cave, and Alex put out the weir lights as they returned to 
the bright morning sunshine. The others were having more difficulty with their 
search than Alex, Thrang, and Arconn had had. Many of the wagons and carts 
had been tipped over, making it difficult to see what was under them. Alex 
noticed that his friends had stacked a fair-sized pile of bags and boxes already, 
and he wondered how much wealth the nagas had managed to hoard. 


“Any treasure in the cave?” Barnabus questioned. 


“A fair amount,” answered Thrang. “Master Taylor has put it in his bag for 
now, thinking it would be best to sort and divide later.” 


“There is wisdom in that,” Nellus said, lifting a broken cart to see what was 
under it. “The bones of the dead are all around this place.” 


“The sooner we are away from here, the better,” said Thrang. “What have you 
found so far?” 


It turned out the others had searched about one-third of the clearing. Alex, 
Thrang, and Arconn joined in the search and were soon sweaty and dirty with 
the work. Alex was surprised by the amount of treasure they found in the broken 
wagons and carts, and he wondered who would be traveling with so much wealth 
in this open and empty country. He had little time to ponder because Thrang 
soon called him away from the cart he was searching. 

“Magic books,” said Thrang, holding up a large, leather-bound volume. “A 
strange find, and something you should have a look at.” 

Alex took the book from Thrang, looking at it for several minutes before 
noticing the pile of nine or ten other books that Thrang had recovered from a 
broken-down wagon. 

“With your permission, I would like to add these to my bag,” said Alex 
slowly, looking at Thrang. 

“They are yours, of course,” said Thrang. “None of us has any use for magic 
books, and they should not be left about for just anyone to find.” 

Alex bowed to Thrang and began looking at the books more closely. After 
several minutes, he put the books inside his bag and began walking around the 
clearing in a wide circle. 

“What are you doing?” Thrang questioned, dragging a heavy chest out from 
under one of the wagons. 

“Looking for something,” Alex replied. 


As the others finished their search, Alex continued to wander back and forth, 
across and around the clearing. 


“Well, that’s done,” said Thrang, loudly enough for Alex to hear him. “Now if 
Alex will add all of this to what we’ve already taken from the cave, we can find 
a better place to do our sorting.” 


“In a moment,” said Alex, finally spotting what he was looking for and 
hurrying toward it. 


He moved carefully into the trees on one side of the clearing, and when he 
returned, he was carrying two staffs. 


“The nagas was even more dangerous than I thought,” Thrang said in a 
whisper. 

“We were lucky to defeat it,” Nellus added. 

“But a wizard?” Barnabus questioned. 


“Perhaps,” said Alex. “It is a wizard’s staff, but the person carrying it may not 
have been a true wizard.” 


“How did you know it was there?” Kat asked. 


“The books,” said Alex. “They are too advanced for most, and I thought it 
unlikely that just anyone would be carrying them.” 


“But a wizard would stand a fair chance against the nagas,” said Barnabus. 

“A true wizard would,” said Alex. “We do not know who carried this staff, so 
we Cannot say that he was a wizard.” 

“Alex is correct,” said Arconn. “There are some who carry a staff and pretend 
to be wizards. This staff might have been carried by one of those.” 

“Yes, but a staff,” Thrain said breathlessly. 

“A staff is a tool and a symbol of a wizard, not the power of the wizard,” Alex 
explained, looking at Thrain. “The power is in the wizard, not in his staff.” 

“What will you do with this second staff?” Thrang questioned. 

“T will take it with me,” said Alex, “and send a message to Whalen and the 
counsel of wizards. They might be able to tell us who the staff belonged to. If 
they can’t, then I will have to assume the person who carried this staff was a 
pretender.” 

“Very well then,” said Thrang, looking at the staff with interest. “We should 
move on, so if you will add this pile to what we’ve taken from the cave. . .” 

“As you wish,” said Alex, reaching for his magic bag. 


They moved back to the road and continued to head east. 

At midday Thrang began looking for a spot to camp. He wanted to sort the 
treasure they had taken from the nagas, and he wanted a good place to do it. 
After a half an hour of searching, he found a spot that suited him, and they set up 
camp once more. Barnabus began cooking a meal for them, and Alex marked out 
an area to gather their treasure for sorting. 

“Will it fit there?” Thrang questioned as Alex scratched a circle in the dirt 
with his staff. 

“Tt might be a little tight,” Alex said with a laugh. 

“Leave room for us to sort,” Thrang said. “Don’t pile it so high that we’re in 
danger of being buried if a pile tips over.” 

Alex laughed again and finished scratching his circle. When they had all 
finished eating, Thrang gathered the company near the circle and asked Alex to 
produce the treasure. Alex bowed and spoke softly into his bag. In a rush of 
sparkling light, the treasure of the nagas appeared in the circle he had drawn. 
The late afternoon sun reflected brightly from the enormous pile. 

“You’re sure you did not add some of your own treasure?” Arconn teased, 
smiling at Alex. 

“Of course not.” Alex laughed. 

“Tt looks like our work is cut out for us,” Kat said. “It will take two, maybe 
three days, to sort all of this.” 

“Then let’s begin,” said Thrang happily. 

“And you were worried we wouldn’t find any treasure,” Alex said to Thrain. 

Thrain blushed slightly but didn’t reply. 

Thrang set them to work sorting the treasure into piles. He was pleased as the 
various piles grew larger and larger, while the pile in the center seemed to 
remain the same size. As the sun was setting, he asked Alex to conjure the weir 
lights so they could continue their work. 

Alex laughed and suggested that a meal and a good night’s sleep might be a 
better idea. 

“Yes, of course,” said Thrang, glancing at the treasure. “I suppose this is safe 
enough here.” 

“Unless something worse than the nagas comes looking for it,” Arconn said. 

“Oh, don’t say that,” said Thrain, glancing over his shoulder into the 


gathering darkness. 


That night was a happy one around the campfire. Nellus and Barnabus joked 
that Thrang had prevented them from attacking the nagas when he jumped in 
front of them. Thrang replied that he had to jump in front of them because he 
was afraid they would bungle the job. Alex commented on how well Thrain had 
done, and Arconn and Kat were both quick to agree. Thrain blushed at the 
praise, pleased by the attention. 

It took them two full days to sort and divide everything they had found in the 
cave and the clearing. Thrang insisted that all the odd numbers go to Alex since 
he was the one who actually killed the nagas. Alex wasn’t happy about it, but he 
accepted Thrang’s decision, simply because he knew it would do no good to 
argue. 

On the morning of the third day after their battle with the nagas, they resumed 
their journey. The weather was warm and dry, and they all knew they would 
soon reach the Eastern Sea. What would happen once they reached the sea, 
however, was something that none of them could tell. 


Chapter Ten 


Dunnstal 


See there,” said Thrang, pointing to the east. “The Eastern Sea.” 


Alex and his friends paused at the top of a small hill in the road. As they 
looked to the east, they could see the unmistakable glimmer of sunlight on water 
in the distance. 


“There is a small city at the edge of the water,” Arconn said, shading his eyes 
with his hand. “I see several sails on the water as well.” 


“That would be Dunnstal,” said Thrang. “Not the largest of cities, but we 
should be able to find a ship there to take us to the Isle of Bones.” 


“Do the people of Dunnstal often travel to the island?” Kat questioned. 


“I do not know,” answered Thrang. “If any of Albrek’s people are still on the 
Isle of Bones, I would guess that ships from Dunnstal make the trip often.” 


“And if none of Albrek’s people remain?” Arconn asked. 

“Then we may have some difficulties,’ Thrang answered, looking slightly 
worried. “Though I imagine we can find someone to take us, if the price is 
right.” 

“Take us? What about bringing us back?” Alex asked. 


Thrang didn’t reply, but simply prodded his horse forward. Alex and the 
others followed, their eyes on the sea and the distant city in front of them. The 
city of Dunnstal was more a large town than a city, but it looked inviting enough, 
sitting on the shore of the Eastern Sea. 


“Thraxon must be a peaceful land,” Alex said. 

“Why do you say that?” Thrang questioned. 

“The city has no wall,” said Alex. 

“Some of the people around the Eastern Sea don’t build walls to protect their 
cities,’ Thrang said. “Or, at least, the smaller cities like Dunnstal don’t. If 
trouble comes, they simply get in their boats and sail away.” 

“What about their homes and riches?” Kat asked. 

“Their wealth is the sea and their homes are their boats,” Thrang answered. 
“At least, that’s what the old dwarf songs say.” 

“Yet they have houses on land,” Arconn pointed out. 


“Well, old dwarf songs don’t always give the whole story,” said Thrang. 


As they approached the city, they found that, even without a wall, Dunnstal 
was well guarded. Watchtowers stood at several points along the road and in the 
fields around the city. Each of the towers contained a bell, and as they passed by, 
each bell would ring once. 

When Alex and his friends were about half a mile away from the city, the 
meaning of the bells became clear. A large company of well-armed men on 
horses rode out to meet them, and Thrang stopped in the road, waiting for the 
men to approach. 

“Greetings, travelers,” said a rugged-looking man riding up to Thrang and 
looking at him closely. “Not many people come from the west, so we must ask 
your business before we allow you to enter our city.” 

“We mean no trouble to your fair city,” said Thrang. “We are hoping to find 
passage here to the Isle of Bones.” 

“There is little hope of that,” said the man as his horse moved back and forth 
in front of Thrang. “Few of our people hire out their boats, and fewer still would 
sail to that island.” 

“And why is that?” Thrang questioned. 

“For what reason do you seek the Isle of Bones?” the man countered. 

“We are looking for lost dwarfs,” said Thrang. “Many of my people came this 
way long ago, and I have come with my friends in search of them, or at least to 
find out what happened to them.” 

“There are some old stories about dwarfs,” said the man thoughtfully. 
“Perhaps they are true, perhaps not.” 

Alex noticed the man’s eyes moving quickly over all of them, deciding if they 
were a danger to the city or not. 

“You are a strange company,” the man said, “but we will allow you to enter 
the city.” 

“You are most kind,” said Thrang. “Perhaps we will find what we seek here, 
or at least we may hear some of the stories you have spoken of.” 

“You are more likely to hear stories than to find passage to the Isle of Bones.” 
The man gestured. “Come. We will find you a place to stay.” 

The man rode back to his companions, and Thrang and the rest of them 
followed at a distance. 


As they entered the city, the armed men quickly disappeared down side 
streets. The commander of the group led Alex and his friends to a large, two- 
storied tavern with lots of chimneys poking out of the roof at odd angles. A 
large, round-faced man in an apron was standing in the doorway, watching as 
they approached. 

“The Sea Mist is the only tavern large enough for your entire company,” the 
commander said, nodding toward the tavern. He bowed to Thrang. “May the 
wind blow true for you,” he said formally before riding off deeper into the city. 

Thrang dismounted and took a couple of steps toward the door of the tavern, 
when the man in the apron spoke. 

“Passed old Top Mast’s test, then, did you? Most do, though he doesn’t get to 
test people as often as he’d like.” 


“Yes, well,” Thrang began, surprised by the man’s sudden words. 


“I’m Ishly Prow, owner and keeper of the Sea Mist,” the man said. “You can 
call me Ishly, if you like.” 

“T see, Ishly,” said Thrang, trying to regain his train of thought. 

“You’ll be wanting rooms, and stables for the horses, I expect. I’ll get one of 
the lads to take care of the horses for you, and then we can discuss rooms and 
rates and all that,” said Ishly, turning away from Thrang and yelling back into 
the building. 

A pair of young men who looked like they might be Ishly’s sons appeared in 
the doorway. 

“Very good, then,” Ishly went on. “Both of you, take care of these horses, and 
Pl skin you alive if they don’t receive the best of care.” 

The boys nodded and hurried forward to take the horses from Alex and his 
friends, leading them around the corner and toward the back of the tavern. It 
appeared that they knew what they were doing, and Alex decided that he didn’t 
have to worry about Shahree, or the boys being skinned alive. 

“Now then, if you’ll follow me, we can see about your rooms,” said Ishly, 
smiling and waving his hand toward the door. 

“We may be here some time,” said Thrang, looking flustered by Mr. Prow’s 
quick way of speaking. “You see, we are looking to hire a boat to—” 

“Well, this is a good place to hire a boat, seeing as we’re so close to the sea,” 
Ishly interrupted. “Of course, I don’t know why you’d hire a boat if you weren’t 
near the sea, but to each his own.” 


“Of course,” said Thrang, and tried again. “You see, we wish to sail to the Isle 
of Bones, and—” 


“Not many sailors here in Dunnstal are keen on hiring out their boats. I 
suppose old Top Mast told you that,” Ishly went on, either not hearing or not 
caring what Thrang said. 


“Well, yes, he did,” Thrang said, “however, we would be willing to pay, and 


” 


“Don’t mind doubling up, do you?” Ishly questioned, still not listening. “I 
have a nice single room for the lady, and if the rest of you don’t mind doubling 
up, it will make things easier.” 

“That will be fine,” said Thrang with a resigned sigh. 

“TIl just show you to your rooms,” Ishly continued. “Let you freshen up a bit, 
and then we’ll talk about dinner. We can make whatever you’d like, but fish is 
our specialty.” 

Alex was amused by the exchange between Thrang and Ishly, and he could 
see from the looks on his friends’ faces that they were too. Only Thrang seemed 
unhappy about how things were going, but just as he was about to attempt 
another question, Ishly offered up some useful information. 

“Speaking of dinner—most of the captains stop in for a drink now and again,” 
Ishly remarked. “They normally start turning up about suppertime. Your best bet 
of finding a boat would be to talk with some of them—not that I’m saying 
they’ll hire out, of course.” 

“Ts their business so good that they can turn down paying customers?” Thrang 
questioned. 

“Course, there are a few who might be interested,” Ishly went on as if he 
hadn’t heard Thrang. “Might cost you a bit. I doubt they’d take less than nine or 
ten gold coins a day.” 

“Payment is not a problem,” said Thrang. “However, we do not know anyone 
here, so if you could—” 

“And here are your rooms,” Ishly interrupted. “Feel free to join the common 
room whenever you are ready.” 


“Yes, but—” Thrang tried again. 


“PII leave you to it, then,” said Ishly. “And if I happen to see any of the 
captains, I’ll be happy to let them know you’re looking for a boat. I can’t say I 
hold out much hope, but you never know.” 


“Thank you,” said Thrang as Ishly hurried away. 

“You tried valiantly, my friend.” Arconn laughed. 

“T don’t think he heard a word I said,” Thrang grumbled. 

“At least he knows we’re looking to hire a boat,” said Kat hopefully. 

“And he did say some of the captains might be interested, though the price 
seemed a bit high,” Barnabus added. 

“Getting a boat to take us to the island seems a small problem. It’s getting one 
that will bring us back that worries me,” said Nellus. 

Alex agreed with Nellus. Since it sounded like only a few sailors might be 
willing to go to the Isle of Bones, Alex thought that meant they were unlikely to 
find any of Albrek’s people there. 

Thrang suggested that they all wash up quickly and then meet back in the 
common room. 

Alex was sharing a room with Arconn, and it only took them a few minutes to 
wash up and change their clothes. The two of them entered the common room a 
short time later and sat at a table to wait for the others. 

“Ishly seems to talk fast and listen little,’ Alex commented, looking around 
the common room. He kept his voice low so only Arconn could hear him. 

“I think he hears quite a bit more than he lets on,” said Arconn. “After all, he 
did say the ship captains would be here later and that there might be a few who 
would take the job.” 

“Who might be interested in the job,” Alex corrected. “I have my doubts. I 
would like to know what stories are being told about the Isle of Bones.” 

“No doubt they are bad,” Arconn allowed. “The man that Ishly called Top 
Mast looked grim when Thrang mentioned the island.” 

“T noticed,” said Alex. “It has made me doubt that any of Albrek’s people are 
still on the island.” 

“Where would they go if not back to Benorg?” Arconn questioned. 

“South with Albrek, perhaps,” Alex answered. “Or perhaps they didn’t go 
anywhere at all.” 

“A dark thought for such a sunny day,” said Arconn. 

“Dark or not, it is a possibility that Albrek’s people died on the island,” Alex 
insisted. 

“T hope your guess is wrong, but we will not know until we reach the island,” 


said Arconn. 

Thrang entered the room, followed closely by the rest of the company. He 
looked around the sparsely filled common room as he joined Alex and Arconn at 
their table. 

“Too early for much business,” Thrang said. “Though I don’t doubt things 
will pick up as the day grows old.” 

“You think we should wait?” Alex asked. 

“What else can we do?” questioned Thrang, a puzzled look on his face. 

“We could go down to the docks,” said Alex. “There are a few ships there. 
Perhaps we can find one to take us to the Isle of Bones.” 

“Perhaps,” said Thrang, stroking his beard as he thought. “However, if all 
seven of us go, we may have a hard time getting anyone to speak with us. We are 
strangers, after all, and most men are not overfond of strangers.” 

“Then only one or two of us should go,” Arconn said. 

“Tt might speed things up,” said Thrang, considering the idea carefully. “Still, 
I’m not sure it’s a good idea.” 

“No harm will be done,” said Alex. “And I want to know what stories the 
men of Dunnstal are telling about the island.” 

“As do I,” Thrang said thoughtfully. “I suppose you’d best go and see what 
you can learn. Take Barnabus with you. If the people here have reason to fear the 
Isle of Bones, they may blame the dwarfs for that fear.” 

“Very well,” said Alex, bowing slightly. “We will find out what we can and 
return before the evening meal.” 

“Be careful,” Thrang said as Alex and Barnabus headed for the door. “Sailors 
can be a rough crowd, and they tend to be a bit superstitious.” 

Alex and Barnabus left the tavern and made their way toward the waterfront. 

“I would expect more trade to be going on,” Barnabus said as they 
approached the docks. “If the sailors of Dunnstal are so busy, there should be a 
great deal more happening at the warehouses.” 

“Tt does seem odd,” Alex agreed, noting how few people were moving about 
the city. “Perhaps this is a slow time of year for them. Or maybe most of the 
ships are away at other cities.” 

“Perhaps, but it still seems strange,” said Barnabus. 

They reached the docks, but only a few people were walking around. Alex 


noticed that two small ships were tied up to one of the docks, but nothing 
appeared to be happening on either of them. He saw several men sitting near the 
back of one of the warehouses, talking to each other and playing cards. 


“Perhaps they can tell us something,” Alex suggested, nodding toward the 
men. 

“T was thinking the old fisherman might be a better bet.” Barnabus pointed in 
the opposite direction to where an old man sat in the afternoon sun, mending his 
nets. “He could probably tell us what stories there are about the Isle of Bones 
and give us some idea as to who we might hire to take us there.” 

“You think he will know more than the others?” Alex questioned. 


“T think that he will be more willing to talk to strangers since he is alone,” 
Barnabus answered. 

Alex considered Barnabus’s words. It was likely that one man alone would be 
more willing to talk to them than a group of men who seemed only interested in 
their card game. He nodded his agreement, and the two of them walked toward 
the old fisherman. 

“Good day, master,” said Barnabus in a jovial tone. 

“Not so good when you’ve got nets to mend,” said the old man, glancing up 
at Alex and Barnabus before returning his attention to his nets. “You’re new 
here, and landlubbers as well.” 

“Your eyes are keen,” said Alex. “We are looking for a ship to aid us in our 
travels.” 

“Lots of ships in these waters,” said the old man. 

“That is true, but we are looking for a ship that might take us and several of 
our friends to the Isle of Bones,” said Alex. 

“Argh!” said the old man, looking up at them once again. “Not likely to find 
anyone to take you there. They’re all too superstitious for that.” 

“Can you tell us why they would be too superstitious to travel to the Isle of 
Bones?” Alex asked. 

“Cause that island is haunted, of course,” the old man answered, returning to 
his nets. “Haunted, or cursed, or something.” 

“If nobody goes there, how do you know it’s haunted?” Barnabus asked 
politely. 

“A fair question,” said the old man, pausing in his work. “The answer is a 
long one, however, and I have nets to mend.” 


“Perhaps we could help you with your task if you could take the time to 
explain,” said Alex, taking a step nearer to the nets. 

“Help me?” the old man asked, and then laughed out loud. “You two have 
never mended nets. I don’t know how you could help me.” 

“T could put a spell on your nets so they would never need mending again,” 
Alex offered. 

“Oh?” said the old man, looking hard at the staff in Alex’s hand. “I suppose 
you’re a wizard, then.” 

“I am,” said Alex, bowing slightly. 

“T don’t know much about wizards, but you look awfully young to be one,” 
commented the old man. 

“T assure you that I am a wizard, though I am young,” said Alex in a serious 
tone. 

“Maybe you are, maybe you aren’t,” said the old man. “Not my place to argue 
the point, and it would be rude to say that you don’t know what you’re talking 
about.” 

“And dangerous.” Barnabus glanced quickly at Alex to make sure the old 
man’s words hadn’t angered him. 


“Yes, I suppose that’s true,” the old man agreed. 
“So, then,” said Alex. “Do we have a bargain?” 


“Tm not sure,” said the old man thoughtfully. After a moment, he shrugged. 
“T suppose there’s no harm in telling you what I know, which is little enough.” 


“If you wouldn’t mind,” said Alex. 


“Well, to begin with, not many people from around here have ever gone to the 
Isle of Bones,” the old man began. “Not much reason to go so far north when the 
fishing is fine here. There are only a few towns along the coast north of here, so 
not much trade goes that way either.” 


“That makes sense,” said Alex. 


“Course, now and then somebody gets it in their head that fishing might be 
better up north. Not many fishermen up there so there should be plenty of fish— 
or so you’d think,” the old man went on. “I was up north once—years ago. Went 
with an uncle of mine who had that idea about better fishing. Anyway, we spent 
a week, ten days, sailing all around that island. Didn’t catch many fish, but that 
wasn’t the worst of it. All the time we were there, it felt like someone was 


watching us.” 
“Did you land on the island?” Barnabus questioned. 


“We thought about it,” said the old man, shifting his position slightly. “Heard 
the old stories about dwarf mines on the island and piles of treasure for the 
taking. Don’t know if any of that’s true, but we talked about taking a look.” 


“But you never did,” said Alex. 


“No, we never did,” said the old man. “That feeling that someone, or maybe 
something, was watching us got worse when we sailed closer to the island. It 
was like someone was keeping an eye on us for some reason. None of us were 
keen on staying close to that island, let alone going ashore.” 

“So you think the island is haunted?” Barnabus asked. 


“There’s something going on there, that’s for sure,” said the old man, 
lowering his voice. “I figure there must be something living on that island 
because we didn’t catch any fish. You’d expect good water like that to have 
loads of fish, but if there were fish, we couldn’t find them.” 


“Did you see anyone or anything on the island? Or was it just a feeling of 
being watched?” Alex questioned. 


“Didn’t see nothing. Not a sign. No boats or ships. Nothing,” the old man 
answered, his thoughts trailing off. “Course there was a harbor, we saw that clear 
enough.” 


“And now the men of Dunnstal avoid the island, believing it is haunted,” said 
Alex in a thoughtful tone, watching the old man. 


“For the most part,” said the old man. “Now and then someone still talks 
about going to the island, but not many ever do more than talk. In fact, old Bill 
Clinker was talking about going up north just last fall. Doubt he’ll ever do it; 
he’d had plenty to drink along with his talk, if you know what I mean.” 

“Yes, of course,” Barnabus said with a smile. 

“Well, that’s that,” said the old man, returning his attention to his nets. 


“You’ve certainly given us something to think about,” said Alex. “I don’t 
suppose you know of anyone, besides Master Clinker, who has thought of going 
north?” 


“Oh, I suppose most of them have,” the old man answered with a slight laugh. 
“We all heard the stories when we’re young. Old dwarf mines left abandoned, 
piles of gold and jewels lying about for anyone to pick up. But there’s a 
difference between thinking about it and actually doing it.” 


“T suppose we could buy a boat and sail there ourselves,” said Alex, looking 
out at the water. 


“If you know how to sail, you might,” said the old man, chuckling. “But if 
you don’t, it would be a fool’s journey.” 


“Perhaps,” agreed Alex. “Now, I will repay your kindness and put a spell on 
your nets so they won’t need mending in the future.” 


“Oh, no.” The old man laughed. “Wizard or not, nets need mending. It’s best 
to leave them as they are so an old man like me has something to do.” 


“Then how can we repay your kindness?” Alex questioned. 


“Well,” said the old man, looking straight into Alex’s eyes, “if you ever get to 
that island and find out what is there, you could come back and tell me.” 


“That I will do,” said Alex, bowing to the old man. 


Chapter Eleven 


Across the Open Sea 


Alex and Barnabus decided not to ask anyone else about the Isle of Bones. 
The old fisherman had made it clear that most, if not all, of the men of Dunnstal 
believed the island was haunted, or worse. 

“It seems their old stories confirm that dwarfs were on the island at one time,” 
Barnabus observed as he and Alex walked back to the tavern. 

“Yes, but it also sounds like they haven’t been there for a long time,” said 
Alex. “I would guess they have been gone almost as long as Albrek has.” 

“Perhaps Albrek’s tomb is on the island, and we will find the Ring of 
Searching soon,” said Barnabus hopefully. 

“Perhaps,” agreed Alex, though he had his doubts. 

The fact that the people of Dunnstal knew that there were dwarf mines on the 
Isle of Bones made sense. If Albrek had sent a great deal of treasure back to 
Benorg it would have been noticed. Of course, the wealth might not have passed 
through Dunnstal, but even then, stories would have spread along the coast, and 
everyone would have heard them by now. 

What didn’t make as much sense was that the people didn’t seem to know 
anything about when or if the dwarfs left the island. The old fisherman’s story 
hadn’t said anything about the fate of the dwarfs, only that they were no longer 
there. What that meant, Alex didn’t know. 

“Haunted,” Thrang said, after listening to what Alex and Barnabus had 
learned. “That’s going to be troublesome, to say the least.” Thrang sighed. “I 
agree that it doesn’t sound like there are any dwarfs left on the island. However, 
we still need to go and see for ourselves.” 

“Tt will be difficult for us to go to the island if everyone here is afraid to sail 
there,” Arconn said. “Perhaps we should travel to a city farther south, where 
stories of a haunted isle are not told.” 

“That would take time,” said Thrang. “We would have to travel some 
distance. Besides, I’m sure the stories are told all along the coast.” 

“Perhaps along all the coasts of the sea,” Kat said. “Such stories are common 
in seaports, and most sailors believe them.” 


“Then what can we do?” Nellus asked. 


“We could buy a boat and sail it ourselves,” Thrain suggested with a doubtful 
tone in his voice. 


“And if we had wings we could fly there,” Thrang snapped, his mood having 
taken a dark turn the more they discussed their situation. 


“Thrain’s suggestion might be the only one that will work,” said Alex, cross 
with Thrang for taking his bad mood out on Thrain. “I’d considered the same 
thing myself.” 

“I hate to have come this far and not make it to the island, that’s all,” said 
Thrang, softening his tone. 


“Perhaps we can still talk someone into taking us,” Barnabus said. “The old 
fisherman said that the younger captains sometimes talk about going north. He 
mentioned a Bill Clinker by name. He said Bill had talked just last year about 
going to the island.” 


“But he also said Bill had been drinking at the time,” Alex pointed out. 


“If we could just find someone who wanted to go,” said Thrang thoughtfully. 
“Perhaps you could magically encourage their desire, Alex?” 


“No,” said Alex after he considered Thrang’s idea. “I will only agree to that 
option if there is no other way for us to reach the island.” 


“We should talk to the captains when they come in. We still might be able to 
find someone,” Arconn said. 


“And if we said that they didn’t have to wait for us at the island, but drop us 
off and return at a prearranged time to pick us up again, they might agree,” Alex 
added. 


“Tf, if, if,’ said Thrang, taking a deep breath and blowing it out loudly. “I 
suppose we have to try something, though, and sitting here talking about it won’t 
help.” 

“Perhaps we can arrange a meeting with Clinker,” said Arconn. “Perhaps we 
could appeal to his pride, or encourage his natural desire. Without using magic, 
of course.” 


“Yes, that might work,” said Thrang. “At least until we were at sea, but then 
what? If we get halfway to the island and he loses his nerve, we’ll be right back 
here, or worse.” 

“The only thing we can do is try,” said Alex. “Unless we take the time to 
learn to sail, which I’m sure will take longer than finding someone to take us.” 


“Very well,” said Thrang, sounding both depressed and desperate. “P1 talk 


with Ishly and have him arrange a meeting with this Clinker fellow.” 

Thrang’s talk with Ishly seemed to go better than expected, or at least Ishly 
seemed to pay more attention to what Thrang was saying. Ishly nodded and said 
he would see what he could do, and then asked a series of questions about what 
Thrang and his company would like for dinner. Thrang wasn’t convinced that 
Ishly had heard a word he’d said, but Alex thought the innkeeper had probably 
heard more than Thrang meant to say. 

As Alex and his friends were eating their evening meal in the common room, 
Ishly appeared at Thrang’s elbow and whispered something in his ear. Thrang 
nodded and thanked Ishly. Once Ishly had left, Thrang addressed the rest of the 
company in a lowered voice. 

“Ishly says that Master Clinker will meet with myself and two other members 
of our company,” said Thrang happily. “Apparently he’s asked that Alex be one 
of the two, but Ishly doesn’t know why.” 

“Obviously because he’s a wizard,” Arconn said. 

“Yes, perhaps,” said Thrang, slightly distracted. “Ishly has resevered a small 
room for us to meet in. I think Arconn should be the third member of our 
company to meet with this Bill Clinker.” 

“When is the meeting?” Alex asked, setting his mug on the table. 

“Now,” said Thrang. “Master Clinker is already waiting.” 

The others wished them luck as Thrang, Arconn, and Alex left the common 
room and headed to a back room. 

When they entered the room where Bill Clinker was supposed to be waiting, 
the lamps were burning low. Thrang hesitated at the doorway. Alex wondered if 
perhaps Thrang had led them to the wrong room, but then someone spoke. 


“Come in, please,” said a voice. 


Thrang moved forward, followed closely by Arconn and Alex. As Alex shut 
the door behind them, the person who had spoken turned up the lamp. Alex was 
stunned to recognize the man sitting by the table. It was the same man who had 
granted them entrance to the city, the same man Ishly had referred to as Top 
Mast. The man seemed amused by their surprise, but he didn’t laugh. 


“Forgive my secrecy,” he said. “There are some here in Dunnstal who would 
be upset if they knew we were speaking together.” 


“And why is that?” Thrang questioned, moving to a chair next to the table. 
“The Isle of Bones has a legend all its own,” the man answered. “Most say 


that it is haunted, some say worse. Those that fear the worst would not like the 
idea of my taking you to the island.” 

“T take it that you are Bill Clinker,” Thrang said, clearing his throat. 

“T am.” 

“And Ishly has told you what we are looking for?” 

“He has.” 

“Are you willing to take us to the Isle of Bones?” 
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“Perhaps,” came the slow reply. “I have not made up my mind, but I am 
willing to discuss the possibility.” 

“May I ask you something?” Alex asked. 

“Of course.” 


“You say that your name is Bill Clinker, but Ishly referred to you as ‘Top 
Mast.’ Can you tell us why you are known by two names?” 


“Ishly has a long memory,” answered Bill with a smile. “When I was 
younger, I always wanted to stand lookout on my father’s ship. The lookout’s 
position is on the topmast of the ship, so Ishly started calling me that as a joke.” 

“The top of the mast is a daring place to be,” Arconn said. 

“Yes,” said Bill. “But youth is a time of pride and the belief that nothing can 
hurt you.” 

“Are you more cautious now?” Alex questioned. 

“A little, though not as much or as often as I should be,” Bill answered. 

“There are seven of us who wish to go to the Isle of Bones,” Thrang said, 
retuning to the point of their meeting. “We will require some time on the island, 
after which we will require passage back to Dunnstal.” 

“When we first met, you said you were looking for lost dwarfs on the Isle of 
Bones,” Bill said carefully. “Is there more to your journey I should know about?” 
“Our business there is our own,” said Thrang, not offering any more details. 

“A dwarf, an elf, and a wizard,” said Bill thoughtfully. “I think some of the 


old tales are true. I think you are seeking the treasure that the dwarf lords left 
behind.” 


“We are seeking a single item,” said Alex, holding up his hand to keep 
Thrang quiet. “The item is small and unimpressive, but it is of considerable 
worth to the person who sent us looking for it.” 


“And if you happen to find treasure along the way . . . well, that’s considered 


part of your payment,” said Bill with a knowing smile. 

“That is the customary agreement for adventurers,” answered Thrang, his 
voice tight. 

“No offense meant,” said Bill. “I know something of adventurers after all. 
What you seek and what you find is none of my affair. My only concern is what 
it will cost me to take you to the Isle of Bones, and what profit I can make from 
such a journey.” 

“Cost?” Arconn asked. 

“My time and labor is a cost,” said Bill. “The trip will cost me both at least, 
and probably more. I’ve mentioned that some here in Dunnstal would not want 
me talking to you. What they will think of me could cost me my reputation as 
well.” 

“You know your business and your people,” said Thrang in a thoughtful tone. 
“We need to make this journey, and can pay you a fair price for your time and 
troubles.” 

“A fair price,” Bill repeated. 

“For you and your crew,” Alex said. “We understand how few people are 
willing to sail to the island and how hard it might be to find a full crew.” 

“That is correct,” said Bill. 

“What price will you consider fair?” Thrang questioned. 

“T will think on it,” Bill answered, rubbing his chin. “Meet me here tomorrow 
night, after your evening meal. I will give you my answer then.” 

“T would prefer an answer now,” Thrang began, but Alex cut him off. 

Thrang glanced at Alex and then back to Bill, looking a little put out by the 
delay. 

“Very well,” said Thrang after a brief pause. “We will meet you here 
tomorrow night.” 

“T will wait until you leave,” said Bill, turning the lamp on the table back 
down. 

Thrang nodded and led Alex and Arconn out of the room. Outside the 
common room, Thrang stopped and turned to Alex. 

“Why did you not let me press him for an answer now?” Thrang questioned. 

“He is unsure, and pressure to answer quickly might cause him to say no,” 
said Alex. “There are several things he needs to think through besides the price. 


The members of his crew will have to agree to this voyage as well.” 


“He is the captain; the crew should go where he says,” said Thrang in a firm 
tone. 


“Tt’s not as simple as that,” said Arconn. “We know the people here believe 
the island is haunted and that they would prefer that no one travel there. Perhaps 
they fear some evil will be brought back from there.” 


“Yes, of course,” said Thrang. “I suppose there are stories of such things 
happening, and the people here would naturally be careful. They have a pleasant 
life, after all, and anything that might endanger that life would make them 
nervous.” 


“Exactly,” said Alex. “So we will wait and see what Master Clinker decides.” 


Thrang was still unhappy about waiting, but he agreed that Alex and Arconn 
were probably right. The next day passed slowly for them all, and Thrang spent 
most of it pacing back and forth in the common room. Alex and the others spent 
their time telling stories of previous adventures, all of which Thrain listened to 
with great interest. When it was finally time for their evening meal, Thrang was 
too anxious for an answer to eat. He picked at his food, continually glancing 
toward the doorway. 


“We will know soon enough,” Alex pointed out. “You might as well eat 
something. Starving yourself won’t help.” 


“I know,” said Thrang, setting his fork on the table. “They say that dwarfs are 
patient, but waiting has always been a burden to me.” 


As soon as Alex and Arconn finished eating, Thrang insisted they wait in the 
small meeting room. Alex thought he was being a bit silly, but he didn’t say 
anything. He didn’t think Bill Clinker would show up for some time yet. The 
captain would want to be careful to time his arrival so as to remain unnoticed. 

Alex was surprised, then, to find Bill already in the small room waiting for 
them. He looked tired and pale, as if he had not slept much since the day before. 
Alex could tell from the look in his eyes and the cool, determined expression on 
his face that Bill had made his decision. 

“If you agree to my terms, we can leave in the morning.” Bill spoke slowly, 
as if he had spent the day practicing the words. 

“Let me hear what your terms are,” said Thrang, moving to a chair. 

“First, neither I nor any of my men will set foot on the island,” said Bill. “We 
will provide you with a rowboat so you may leave the ship and travel to and 


from the island, but we will not go with you.” 
“That is agreeable,” said Thrang. “What else?” 


“For myself I will ask ten gold pieces for each day we are away from 
Dunnstal,” Bill continued. “That includes the days we wait at anchor for you to 
return from the island.” 


“Very well,” Thrang agreed. 


“T estimate that it will take three days to sail to the island and three to return,” 
Bill explained. “It may take longer if storms come up, but that is a chance you 
will have to take.” 

“Yes, of course,” said Thrang. “How long are you willing to wait for us at the 
island?” 

“We will not wait at the island,” said Bill. “We will sail a short distance away 
and anchor. We will return to Dunnstal after two weeks and one day—with or 
without you.” 


“Very well,” Thrang agreed grudgingly. “What else?” 

“For each of my men, I will ask one gold coin for each day we are away. 
Those are my terms. Do you accept?” 

“How many men do you have?” Arconn questioned. 

“There will be twelve, besides myself,” Bill answered. 


“That comes to four hundred and sixty-two gold coins, if everything goes 
well,” Arconn said, looking at Thrang. 


“Those are my terms,” Bill repeated. 

“Very well, we accept,” said Thrang. 

“Payment in advance,” Bill added quickly. 

“Half when we reach the island, and the other half when you pick us up,” said 
Thrang. 

“Half now, and the second half when we return to Dunnstal,” Bill countered. 

“Done,” said Thrang, holding out his hand for Bill to shake, sealing their 
bargain. 

Thrang took out his magic bag and counted out the gold. He handed Bill the 
two hundred and thirty-one gold coins, counting them slowly so Bill knew 
exactly what he was getting. With the payment made, Bill shook hands with all 
of them and gave them directions to his ship. 

“Be there an hour before sunrise,” he said. “With favorable winds, we can be 


well on our way by the time the sun is up.” 
“We’ll be there,” said Thrang. 
Bill left the room without another word. 
“Well, we have a ship,” said Thrang after a moment. 
“The price was higher than I thought,” Arconn said. 


“A small matter if we find what we are looking for on the island,” said 
Thrang. 


“We don’t know how large the island is. It may take more than fourteen days 
to search it,” Alex pointed out. 


“Kat’s gift for finding things should speed up our search,” said Thrang. “And 
we know that Albrek’s city was on the southern end of the island. We will start 
there.” 


“And if there is something there? Something worse than ghosts?” Alex asked. 
“That’s why we’ve got you with us,” said Thrang with a grunting laugh. 


Alex managed a weak smile. His thoughts returned to the wild, reckless 
feeling he had felt when facing danger on this adventure. A touch of fear entered 
his mind as he thought about what it might mean, but he didn’t say anything to 
his friends. 


That night Alex dreamed about the Isle of Bones, but it was not a normal 
dream. He was flying over the sea, desperate to reach the island for some reason 
he could not name. He knew that all his questions would be answered if only he 
could reach the island. But whenever he flew near the island, it vanished in front 
of him. When he finally woke, he felt exhausted, but sleep was the last thing he 
wanted. Instead, he lay awake on his bed, forcing his mind to relax and 
wondering what his dream might mean. 
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When morning came, Thrang’s spirits were high and his happy mood rubbed 
off on them all. They ate a large breakfast at the tavern, and when they had 
finished, Thrang made arrangements with Ishly for their horses to remain stabled 
at the Sea Mist. Ishly agreed and said he would only charge them if and when 
they returned from their voyage. If they did not return, he would take the horses 
as payment. 


The eastern sky was beginning to change from black to dark blue when Alex 
and his friends boarded Bill Clinker’s ship, the Seeker. Alex thought the name 
was a good omen. The Seeker was not a large ship, but it was still larger than a 


regular fishing boat. Instead of cabins on board, there were only a couple of 
small rooms below deck that Alex and the others would have to share. 


“Could be worse,” Thrang said. “At least we’ll be out of the rain and the night 

air.” 

“T thought it did not rain this time of year,” Barnabus joked. 

“Tt’s not likely to, but at sea—who knows? If it does rain, at least we will stay 
dry,” said Thrang. 

Alex went back up on deck to watch the crew cast off. The work looked hard, 
but Bill’s crew seemed to know what they were doing. Soon the sails were out, 
and they were moving slowly away from Dunnstal. Alex watched the city grow 
small behind them, wondering what they would find on the Isle of Bones once 
they got there. 


The wind grew stronger as the sun came up, and Alex moved to the bow of 
the ship to see where they were going. He found that the rolling waves under the 
ship helped relax his mind. Unfortunately, when he returned to his room, he saw 
that this was not the case for most of his friends. Arconn seemed all right, but 
everyone else had become seasick almost as soon as they had set sail. Thrain 
was the worst off, but none of the others looked very healthy. 


Alex reached for his magic bag to see if he had something that might help. He 
made a potion to help calm their seasickness, but unfortunately, it did not remove 
the sickness completely. Even worse, the potion tasted so bad that Alex’s friends 
thought they would rather be sick. 

“Not all potions can be sweet as honey,” Alex told them. 

“A drop of honey would help that mixture of yours,” Nellus said. 

“I suppose it would,” Alex agreed. “However, honey would make it 
completely useless, so there’s no point in using it.” 

The three days at sea were a great deal of fun for Alex, even though his 
friends remained sick and in their rooms below deck. Alex made a point of 
checking on his friends several times a day, and he always offered to make more 
of the seasickness potion, but no one ever took him up on his offer. 

Alex made friends with Bill’s crew and helped them do the work of sailing 
the ship. He learned a great deal in those three short days, and he won the respect 
of the men and their captain. Arconn also helped with sailing the ship, and he 
proved very good at running up and down the rope ladders to set sails and tie 
lines. 


On the afternoon of their third day at sea, the Isle of Bones appeared on the 
horizon. Thrang managed to come up on deck. He stood, looking silently for a 
long time at the island where they hoped to find some sign of Albrek. Finally he 
turned away, and with Arconn’s help, returned to his room. 


“Your friends do not take to the sea so well,” Bill said to Alex as they 
watched Thrang and Arconn descend below deck. 


“They are used to dry ground under their feet,” said Alex. 


“Yet you take to the sea and the work of sailing as if born to it,” Bill 
observed. 


“I’ve never sailed before, but I find that it feels natural,” said Alex. 


“Tell your friends that we will put you ashore in the morning,” said Bill, 
returning to his work. “We will anchor south of the island tonight—well away 
from the shore.” 


“There may be a harbor on the southern end of the island,” said Alex, 
remembering the old fisherman’s story. “It would be helpful if we could find it 
and start our search from there.” 


“We shall see,” said Bill as he walked away. 


Alex stood on the deck for a while longer, looking north to the Isle of Bones. 
He had a strange feeling about the island, as though something inside him was 
calling him toward the island. Or perhaps not calling him toward the island, but 
calling to him from the island. He thought about this for several minutes trying to 
decide which it was, but the feeling was gone. 

Turning away, Alex headed below deck. He knew the news that they would 
be going ashore in the morning would please his friends—especailly Thrang. 
Alex knew that Thrang was hoping to find dwarfs on the island, and while Alex 
thought that was unlikely, part of him hoped Thrang was right. 

“One more night on this rolling monster,” said Barnabus, looking pale and a 
little green in the lamplight. 

“You should come up on deck and get some fresh air,” said Alex, looking 
around at his friends. 

“The movement is too noticeable on deck,” Thrain complained. “At least here 
I can only feel it; I don’t have to see it as well.” 

“You'll have a hard time getting into the rowboat tomorrow,” Arconn said 
with a laugh. 

“That trip will be a short one, with the promise of dry land at the end,” Nellus 


said. 

“And the promise of another sea voyage at the end of two weeks,” Alex 
pointed out. 

“Don’t mention that now,” said Kat sourly. “I’m not sure Pl ever feel right 
again.” 

“Have none of your adventures included sailing?” Alex questioned. 

“Not until now,” Barnabus replied. 

“And not again if I can help it,” Kat added. 

Alex smiled and once again offered to make his seasickness potion. They all 
thanked him but refused, so he left them and returned to the open air of the deck. 
Arconn followed and the two of them stood together watching the sun sink in the 
west. Tomorrow they would reach the Isle of Bones and face whatever was 
waiting for them there. 


Chapter Twelve 


The Isle of Bones 


Morning came early so far north, and Alex and Arconn were already on deck 
helping prepare for their departure from the ship. Bill had guided the ship close 
to the southern coast of the island during the early morning hours, looking for 
the harbor Alex had mentioned. 


“Your friends are slow to emerge,” Bill said. 
“They still haven’t found their sea legs or tamed their stomachs,” Alex said. 


“They are lucky the weather was so fair,” said Bill with a smile. “If the 
weather had been rough or if we’d run into a storm, then they would know what 
sickness really is.” 


“Harbor—three points off the starboard bow,” a sailor called from the 
topmast. 


Bill’s eyes went to the point the sailor had called out. Soon even Alex could 
see what the lookout had spotted. A large stone pier appeared along the edge of 
the island, reaching out into the water. Bill corrected their course slightly and 
made for the far end of the pier. Bill expertly guided the ship into the harbor, and 
the crew quickly rolled up the sails as the ship grew still on the calm waters. 


“Tt seems that someone has sailed here at one time,” said Bill, studying the 
pier. “It would take a great amount of work to build this harbor, and I don’t 
imagine it was done quickly.” 

“Tt probably took several years,” said Alex. “The dwarfs were supposed to 
have been here for some time.” 


“You will find no living dwarfs here,” said Bill, a note of sadness in his voice. 
“If there were dwarfs on this island, we would know about it.” 


“That may be,” Alex answered. “But Thrang still has hope.” 


Alex moved forward to help the sailors lower the large rowboat that would 
take him and his friends to the shore. As they eased the boat into the water, 
Thrang appeared on deck with the rest of the company. They all looked happier 
than they had in days, and Alex knew they were looking forward to being on 
solid ground again. 


It didn’t take long for Alex and the others to climb over the side of the ship 
and into the rowboat. Alex thanked Bill and the sailors for all their help before 


waving good-bye. They all wished him and the others luck in their quest. 


“We will return to this spot in two weeks’ time,” Bill called. “We will wait for 
one day and then leave. Do not forget your days, or you may remain here for the 
rest of them.” 


“We’ll be waiting,” Thrang called back, gripping the side of the rowboat 
tightly. 

As Alex and his friends rowed away, the sailors on the Seeker quickly let out 
their sails. By the time the rowboat had reached the island, Bill had maneuvered 
the Seeker out of the harbor and was sailing away. 


Alex felt strangely alone as he looked across the sandy beach, trying to get a 
feel for the island and some idea of where the dwarfs might have mined. He 
could see several tall, rocky hills nearby, but little else. Dark green pine trees 
seemed to be growing everywhere on the island except on the beach, which was 
wide near the harbor. 

“Tt’s good to be on dry land,” Thrang said as they dragged the rowboat high 
up on the beach to prevent the tides from pulling it away. “No more rolling about 
on the water.” 

“Please,” said Kat. “No talk of rolling about.” 

Thrang was eager to start searching, but only Alex and Arconn felt well 
enough to do much exploring; the others were still weak from seasickness and 
hunger. Even Thrang, for all his desire, had to walk slowly and rest often. 

“We should be able to find some sign nearby,” Arconn said, his tone hopeful. 
“Tf the dwarfs built the harbor, they would have build something else close by as 
well.” 

“Perhaps Arconn and I should look around a bit,” Alex added. “The rest of 
you should take things slowly until you’ve recovered from our voyage.” 

“Yes, that might be best,” agreed Thrang. “If you find anything or run into 
trouble, call out. We’ll come along as quickly as we can.” 

Alex and Arconn left the others and started off across the sand. The beach 
was wider than Alex had thought, and much steeper than it looked. It was 
difficult to walk in the dry, loose sand, and both he and Arconn had to stop to 
catch their breath once they reached the edge of the trees. 

“T would guess,” Arconn began, pausing to breath deeply. “I would guess we 
will find a path into the trees somewhere close.” 


“By now, the trees would have grown over any paths,” said Alex. “If Albrek’s 


people made a road of stone, we might be able to find that.” 


“Stone roads are slow work,” Arconn pointed out. “Though if they built the 
pier for the harbor, perhaps they built a road as well.” 


“T would think they’d need a stone road all the way to the sea,” said Alex. “It 
would be hard work carrying supplies across the open sand, and I would guess 
they had a lot of supplies and other things to carry.” 


“Which way, then?” Arconn questioned, looking at the trees in front of them. 


“Left?” Alex guessed. “There were some hills that way. Perhaps that’s where 
the dwarfs began their mining.” 


Arconn agreed, and the two of them walked along the edge of the trees. Alex 
thought about the dwarfs coming to the island looking for mines and hoping to 
become rich. According to the story from the archives of Benorg, some of those 
hopes had come true. But, then, why weren’t there any dwarfs here now? It 
seemed unlikely that the dwarfs, having found mines here, would suddenly 
decide to leave. 

“Here is something,” said Arconn, bringing Alex back from his thoughts. 

Arconn hurried forward and bent down to pick up something from the 
ground. Alex followed him, wondering what his friend had found. When Arconn 
stood up, he held something shiny in his hand. He looked at it for a moment and 
then held it out to Alex. Alex lifted the egg-shaped sapphire from Arconn’s 
hand, holding it up to catch the sunlight. 

“No dwarf would let that drop by accident,” Arconn said, his eyes fixed on 
Alex and not the gem. 

“A sign?” Alex asked. 

“A strange place for a sign.” 

Alex looked at the empty beach around them before turning his attention to 
the trees. He noticed that some of the taller trees were scarred on the side facing 
the beach, and looked as if they had been burned at one time. He moved forward 
to take a closer look at the burned trees, Arconn walking beside him. 

“Strange,” Alex commented. 

“Very strange,” Arconn agreed. “Some of these burn marks look like letters or 
runes, but it is impossible to tell for sure.” 

“Let’s continue,” said Alex, returning the gem to Arconn. “Maybe we can 
find an answer to this riddle.” 

Arconn placed the gem in his pocket as they continued walking along the 


edge of the beach, their eyes scanning the ground in front of them. If the egg- 
sized sapphire had indeed been meant as a sign, then there might be others. After 
walking several hundred yards, they both stopped at the same time. They were 
standing close to the trees, and without noticing it, they had walked into a grove 
hidden from the beach. Trees grew almost all the way around them, and to their 
right, between the pine trees, was an unmistakable stone path. 


“Odd that this path should be hidden from view,” Arconn said. 


“Maybe the dwarfs didn’t want just anybody finding the path to their homes,” 
Alex suggested. 


“Or perhaps the trees have grown since the dwarfs left.” 
They were both silent for a moment. 
“T feel uneasy,” said Arconn. 


“So do I,” said Alex. He knew there was no reason for him to be nervous, yet 
the feeling was there all the same. “I don’t know why, but something about this 
island doesn’t feel right.” 


“Should we call the others?” 
“Let’s look along the path a bit first,” said Alex, stepping forward. 


Alex and Arconn walked along the stone path through the trees. They hadn’t 
gone very far when they spotted a fair-sized bag lying on the path. Alex bent 
down and picked up the bag, which seemed unusually full. He looked at Arconn, 
and then back to the bag in his hands. Slowly he untied the knots that held the 
bag shut and was amazed by what the bag contained. 


“Nobody would drop these,” Alex said, holding the bag open so Arconn 
could see the hundreds of small gems inside. “A single sapphire, maybe—but 
this?” 

“The puzzle is a hard one,” said Arconn, gazing along the path. “I feel 
uncertain about this place. I feel like we are being watched, but I know there is 
no one near.” 


“I feel it too,” Alex agreed. “Let’s go a little farther, just to see if the trees 
start to thin. Then we’ll go back and get the others. Maybe Kat can help solve 
this puzzle for us.” 


Arconn nodded his agreement. Alex walked slowly beside his friend, 
pondering his own feelings. He had felt strangely alone as he watched the Seeker 
sail away but not at all uneasy. Now he felt both alone and uneasy, and he didn’t 
like it. 


There was something wrong here on the Isle of Bones, and Alex wasn’t sure 
he wanted to know what it was. In the back of his mind, however, was a longing 
he didn’t understand, a strange desire to be here and to find the answers to 
questions he couldn’t remember. It was confusing, and he struggled with his 
thoughts, trying to keep things clear in his mind. 

They walked for about a half a mile, picking up three more bags all 
containing riches of some kind as they went. With each bag they picked up, 
Alex’s uneasiness grew, and he began to wish they had never come here. Finally, 
the trees around them started to thin out, and they reached the edge of a small 
valley. They could see several stone houses in the distance, though they looked 
like they’d been empty for a long time. Alex reminded himself that Albrek had 
been there nearly two thousand years before. 

“Let’s return to the others,” said Arconn, a sad note in his voice. “Thrang will 
want to know what we’ ve found, and I would feel better if we were all together.” 

Alex agreed that it would be best to continue the search as a group, and he 
hurried back along the path with Arconn. When they reached the beach, Alex’s 
feelings of unease were almost gone. 

“I feel much calmer here,” Alex said as the two of them walked back toward 
the rowboat and their friends. 

“Yes,” said Arconn. “It is as if a great worry has been lifted from my mind. It 
reminds me of something from the distant past, but I can’t remember what.” 


“What do you think it means?” Alex questioned. 
“T wish I knew,” was Arconn’s only reply. 


The others were all interested in what Alex and Arconn had found. Thrang 
seemed troubled when they showed him the bags of treasure they had found 
along the path. He looked at the four bags, scowling at the items and stroking his 
beard in thought. 


“Not things you’d drop carelessly,” Thrang said at last. 

“Or throw away without good reason,” Nellus added. 

“We were thinking the same thing,” said Arconn. 

“And the village looked deserted?” Thrang questioned, his scowl remaining. 
“From what we could see, yes,” answered Arconn, glancing at Alex. 


“Tt’s more than what we found,” said Alex, leaning against his staff and 
gazing back toward the woods. “The feelings of unease, our troubled thoughts, 
even the feeling of being watched—they all seemed so strong when we were 


near the village.” 
“And now they are gone,” Arconn added. 
Alex turned to Kat. “Do you feel anything strange? A presence, perhaps?” 


“There is something,” Kat began and paused. “There is something here that 
does not wish to be found.” 


“Something?” Thrang asked. “What do you mean?” 


“Tt is confusing,” said Kat, rubbing her head. “I can’t seem to focus on what it 
is. Whenever my thoughts get near, it moves away.” 


“How long have you known that something was here?” Alex asked. 


“Not long,” said Kat. “After you left to look for a path, I started to worry. But 
the feeling didn’t seem to be my own. My thoughts wandered for a time, and I 
felt confused, even lost.” 


“T don’t like this at all,” Thrang said, looking around at each of the members 
of the company. “But there’s nothing we can do about it, so we’ll just have to 
carry on.” 


“Carefully,” Arconn added. 
“Yes, carefully,” Thrang repeated. 


It was still early in the day so Thrang decided they should follow the path 
through the woods back to the deserted village. If their feelings of unease 
increased, they would return to the beach and make camp for the night. If the 
feelings were not there or not very strong, they would explore the village. 


Alex was not excited about returning to the village, but he knew Thrang was 
right. All that they could do was carry on. They set out for the stone path that 
Alex and Arconn had found, but Alex lagged a little behind the rest of the 
company, trying to sort out his feelings. His uneasiness reminded him of 
something, but he couldn’t remember what it was. 


As they walked back through the trees, Alex concentrated on his feelings and 
thoughts. He wanted to know exactly when the uneasy feeling started or when 
his thoughts became confused. This time, however, there was no uneasy feeling. 
In fact, there was nothing at all. The sun was bright and warm, and the walk 
along the path was pleasant. Alex began to wonder why he’d felt uneasy before; 
there seemed to be nothing to trouble his thoughts now. But the fact that he 
didn’t have the same feelings now bothered him. 


“Ts this as far as you came?” Thrang asked when they reached the edge of the 
trees and looked down at the dwarf village. 


“We thought it best to continue as a group,” answered Arconn. “Though now 
that we are all here, I don’t feel troubled at all.” 

“Neither do I,” Alex added, walking up from behind. “It’s as if our earlier 
feelings did not exist.” 

“Kat,” Thrang began, looking hopefully toward her. “Do you still sense 
something?” 

“Nothing,” said Kat, closing her eyes. “There is nothing here, or at least, 
nothing that I can sense.” 

“Then we’ll continue to the village,’ said Thrang, sounding relieved. 
“Perhaps we can find some clues there that will tell us what happened to 
Albrek’s people.” 

“Clearly none of them remain here,” Barnabus said. “The village is deserted.” 

“But where could they have gone?” Thrain questioned, looking from face to 
face for an answer. 

“They could have gone anywhere,” said Thrang, trying to sound hopeful. 
“Thraxon is a large land, after all, and just because they didn’t return to Benorg 
doesn’t mean they didn’t go someplace else.” 


“Tt’s been a long time, and they’ve sent no word to their old home,” Nellus 
said, his eyes fixed on the village. 


“That doesn’t prove anything,” said Thrang, starting to walk toward the 
village. “We won’t find out anything if we don’t go and look.” 

Alex followed Thrang as soon as he moved forward, but the others hesitated 
for a second. Thrang pretended not to notice, but Alex saw the troubled look on 
his friend’s face. Alex understood the company’s concerns because he had many 
of the same concerns himself, but he also understood Thrang’s determination. 
They had to find out what had happened here, and the only way to do that was to 
search the village for clues. 


The walk from the trees to the village was a short one, but every ten or twelve 
yards along the path there was another bag—sometimes more than one— 
containing some kind of treasure. The scattered treasure was troubling because 
none of them could think of a reason for why it was there. Thrang muttered to 
himself as they walked. Alex stopped looking for the bags in order to focus his 
attention on his own feelings, but they remained neutral and he had no reason to 
think they would change. 


“Tt doesn’t make sense,” said Thrang, stopping to pick up yet another bag. 


“Dwarfs don’t throw their treasure away.” 


“What if they were pursued?” Barnabus asked. “If something was chasing 
them, they might have thrown these things away to lighten their load.” 


“That is a possibility,” Thrang allowed. “But I don’t know what would have 
scared a village full of dwarfs into throwing their wealth away.” 


“I don’t suppose there are many things that would pursue a village full of 
dwarfs,” Nellus added. “Dwarfs, as a rule, do not scare easily. If they were 
running, something terrible must have made them run.” 


“Perhaps they had run out of food and were forced to leave the island,” 
suggested Arconn. “I don’t suppose they could grow much here.” 


“No, not this far north,” said Thrang, continuing along the path. “If they were 
short on supplies and winter was coming, they might abandon their treasure. Of 
course, they’d try to come back later to claim it.” 


“T don’t think they’d throw it along the path,” Kat commented. “They would 
have hidden it somewhere—somewhere they believed was safe.” 


Alex listened to all the ideas but didn’t comment. He thought the idea of 
dwarfs being pursued was the most likely explanation, but he couldn’t think of 
anything that would chase the dwarfs away and leave their treasure lying on the 
ground. Even dwarfs fleeing from a host of goblins would have been an ordered 
escape, and besides, goblins wouldn’t have left treasure behind. It was a mystery 
he couldn’t solve, and that troubled him more than anything else that had 
happened that day. 


When they reached the outskirts of the village, they paused, looking at the 
long rows of empty houses. 


“Let’s split up and search the houses,” said Thrang. “Alex, you go with Kat 
and Barnabus. Search the house on the left. The rest of us will search this one on 
the right. If anyone runs into trouble, call out.” 


Alex nodded and moved toward the house on the left with Kat and Barnabus. 
It was obvious the run-down house had been abandoned for a very long time. 
They had some trouble opening the house’s heavy wooden door because the 
hinges had almost rusted shut. 


“I’m surprised the door is still so solid when the hinges have rusted it closed,” 
Barnabus said. 

“The wood has a binding spell on it,” said Alex, looking at the door. “Dwarfs 
are known for the binding spells they can put on wood to make it almost as hard 


as stone.” 

“You’d think they’d rustproof the hinges as well,” said Kat with a slight 
smile. 

Kat’s smile made Alex smile as well, and he felt better than he had all day. He 
let his mind relax as they began looking around the ancient house, but he wasn’t 
sure what they were looking for. He knew, and he was certain Thrang also knew, 
that the dwarfs would not have left their records in one of these houses. They 
would have built an underground chamber, or at least a special stone building to 
keep their records safe. 

“Not much here,” said Barnabus after several minutes of wandering around 
the house. “Nothing of value, and the furniture has all but turned to dust.” 


“Wait. There is something,” Kat said, staring at a blank wall. 

“A hidden room?” said Alex, walking toward the wall. “I suppose the owner 
of the house would need someplace to keep his treasure.” 

“It is well hidden,” said Kat. “I can’t see it, but I know it is there.” 

Alex looked at the wall for several seconds and then reached out to tap it with 
his staff. For a moment nothing happened, and then the outline of a door 
appeared on the wall. 

“Lucky we brought a wizard along.” Barnabus laughed. 

“Lucky we have a seer to find hidden doors,” said Alex. 

“Finding the door is not difficult, but getting it open might be,” said Kat. 

It took Alex three tries to open the door. Behind the door was a small room 
filled with piles of treasure that looked as if they had been searched through in a 
hurry. To Alex, it looked like the owner of the room had been in a terrible rush to 
find something, and then left quickly without straightening up. Barnabus and Kat 
both seemed happy with the discovery, even if Alex was troubled. 
Absentmindedly he picked up a golden necklace. Why? That was the only thing 
he could think of. Why would the dwarfs leave all of this behind? 

“We should get the others,” said Barnabus after several minutes. 

“Yes,” Alex agreed, returning the necklace to a nearby shelf. “Thrang will 
want to know what we’ve found.” 

“T sense you are troubled by this,” Kat murmured. 

“T can’t find a reason for it,” Alex answered, turning to go. “No one leaves 
their wealth and their home for no reason.” 


The others followed Alex out of the house. Nellus and Arconn were waiting 
for them in the street, but they were alone. 


“Where are Thrang and Thrain?” Kat asked, looking up and down the street. 


“They believe they’ve found a hidden room,” said Arconn. “They’re trying to 
find a way to open the door.” 


“They’ll have a hard time with it,” said Alex. “We found one as well, and it 
was guarded better than I expected.” 
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“I would guess that all the houses have hidden rooms,” Arconn said 


thoughtfully. 

“And I would guess that Thrang will want us to open them all,” said Alex. 

Alex found Thrang and Thrain inside a house, standing next to a blank wall 
and looking unhappy. Thrang knew only a few opening spells, but he had tried 
them all. Alex explained about the hidden room they had found in the other 
house and smiled when Thrang insisted on trying one more ancient dwarf spell. 
Thrang stood still for a moment, deep in thought. He took a step back and spoke 
the words, but nothing happened. 

“I suppose you’ll have to do it, then,” said Thrang, looking at Alex hopefully. 

Alex bowed slightly and touched the wall with his staff. Once again the 
outline of a door appeared, and this time Alex was able to open it on his first try. 
Thrang and Thrain both hurried into the small treasure room as Alex watched 
from the doorway. 

“Did the room in the other house hold this much treasure?” Thrang 
questioned. 

“About,” said Alex with a shrug. 

“T suppose we’ve added to our wealth, then,” Thrang said with a laugh. 

“That is true, but the real question remains,” said Alex, turning away from the 
room. 

“What question is that?” Thrang called after him. 

“Why?” said Alex, walking out of the house. 


Chapter Thirteen 


Salinor 


Why what?” Thrang questioned, following Alex out of the house and into the 
road. 


“Why has all this been left?” said Alex. “Why are there no dwarfs here? Why 
do we feel troubled and then not troubled? There is something wrong here, and I 
want to know what it is.” 


“Yes,” said Thrang, nodding his head. “I agree that none of this makes any 
kind of sense. I suppose we should look for the colony’s records and leave the 
treasure hunting for later.” 


“That would seem the wisest course,” said Arconn. 


“Yes, well,” Thrang said, looking down the stone-paved street, “I suppose 
we'll have to move farther into town. It’s customary for the archives to be built 
near the center of the settlement, unless the dwarfs built most of the city 
underground.” 


“Tt looks like most of this city is aboveground,” Nellus said. 

“Kat, if you sense anything—anything at all—please say so at once,” Alex 
said to the seer. 

“Whatever I sensed before has either left or hidden itself very well,” said Kat, 
sounding both relieved and unhappy at the same time. 


Alex could not explain it, not even to himself, but he knew there was 
something on the island, and even if Kat could not sense it, it was still there. 
Whatever it was, Alex couldn’t do anything about it, not unless it wished to 
reveal itself to him, so he settled on the next best thing—tfinding the records of 
the city and whatever answers they might hold. 


“Come on, then,” said Thrang, starting off down the road that led to the center 
of the deserted town. 


Alex and the others followed, looking from side to side as they went. They 
didn’t bother picking up the small bags anymore; there would be time for 
treasure hunting after they’d found out what had happened to the dwarfs. 

Fortunately the village was fairly small, with only about sixty stone houses. 
Each of the houses had an area of open land around it, which seemed odd for a 
dwarf colony, or at least it did to Alex. 


“They must have expected the colony to grow,” Thrang said in a thoughtful 
tone. “As a rule, dwarf houses are closer together and often share walls.” 


“The treasure we’ve found so far would indicate that this was a promising 
place,” Nellus said. “If the dwarfs here had found so much wealth, others would 
surely have come to join them.” 


“Yes,” said Thrang. “But it appears that no one ever did.” 


The discussion ended as Thrang spotted what he was looking for. A large 
stone building made of white marble stood alone in the center of the town 
square. Polished bronze doors still gleamed brightly in the afternoon sun. 


“Locked,” Thrang said, pushing on one of the doors. “I suppose we should 
have expected that.” 


“The bronze has not tarnished,” said Barnabus in surprise, rubbing one of the 
doors with his hand. 


“A little dwarf magic,” said Thrang, a note of pride in his voice. “The dwarfs 
of this village took great care in building their storehouse.” 


“This looks too grand to be a storehouse,” Nellus said. 


“A common name for such buildings,” said Thrang, pushing on the door 
again. “The dwarfs would have used this building to store supplies as well as 
their records. There is also a chance that they stored community treasure here as 
well.” 


“T suppose we should find a way to open the doors,” said Alex. 
“If you would, master wizard,” said Thrang, bowing to Alex. 


Alex stepped forward and put one hand on the bronze doors. He could feel the 
dwarf magic vibrating through his fingers and palm as if the door had a life of its 
own. This was deeper magic than the hidden rooms in the dwarf houses, deeper 
and much more powerful. For several minutes he stood motionless, letting his 
mind explore the spell that held the doors shut. Slowly he stepped back, then 
lifted his staff and knocked on the bronze door twice. For a moment nothing 
happened, then the shining bronze seemed to dim. The others looked in wonder 
as what had once been solid and locked bronze doors melted away, vanishing 
completely. 


“Amazing,” said Thrain, a stunned look on his face. 


“An interesting spell,” Alex commented. “Whoever put it here knew what 
they were doing.” 


“Well then,” said Thrang, looking at the dark open space in front of him. “I 


suppose we should have a look inside.” 

Alex could see how nervous Thrang and the others were, but he knew there 
was no danger. He stepped forward into the darkness, and, seeing no source of 
light inside the building, conjured up several weir lights. Thrang hurried in 
behind him, and then smiled as the weir lights moved along the dark passage 
showing them which way to go. 

“Strange there are no windows,” Thrang said, walking at Alex’s side. 

“The dwarfs might have been afraid of being robbed,” said Alex. “The door 
was impressive—though I wouldn’t think that the colony’s records would 
require so much protection.” 

Thrang didn’t comment as they continued to walk into the darkness. A short 
distance into the building, they came to a broad staircase that led steeply into the 
ground. 

“Tt seems the building is only a marker,” said Thrang, walking down a few 
steps. “Perhaps the dwarfs here had a great deal more than archives to protect.” 

The stairs went down for a long way before opening into a vast hall. Alex 
magically lit the torches and lamps along the walls, and then turned to look at 
Kat. 

“Any idea where the archives might be?” asked Alex. 

“Lower down,” said Kat after a moment’s thought. 

“That sounds right,” said Thrang as he started off into the hall. “This would 
be a feasting hall. Kitchens and stores would be on the left, and perhaps some 
private rooms there on the right. There should be another staircase at the far end 


of the hall that will lead us to a second level. That is where the archives should 
be.” 


“There is a third level as well,” said Kat thoughtfully. 

“Oh,” said Thrang, looking back in surprise. “The only reason for a third 
level would be to store treasure. We’ll have a look there after we find the 
archives.” 

“And after a meal,” Barnabus said. 

“Tt has been a long day already,” Arconn added, smiling at Thrang. 

“Yes, of course,” said Thrang as if he’d only just remembered that none of 
them had eaten since that morning. “Barnabus, Nellus, Thrain, perhaps you 
would be so good as to return to the surface and set up our camp. The rest of us 
will go to the archives and see if there are any records of what happened. We 


will not explore the third level until tomorrow.” 


Barnabus and Nellus nodded and started back to the stairs. Thrain took a step 
then turned back as if to argue about leaving. 


“You can see it all tomorrow, Thrain,” said Thrang in a kind but stern voice. 


Thrain nodded and reluctantly followed Barnabus and Nellus back up the 
stairway. Thrang smiled as he watched the young dwarf go, and then turned back 
toward the hall and started across it. 


Alex held back a laugh as he caught Arconn’s eye. He knew how excited 
Thrain was to explore this abandoned dwarf building, but he also knew that 
Thrang was right to send him back for the time being. There might still be 
dangers here, and Thrain was not yet ready to face the unknown. 


They found a second set of stairs at the end of the hall, and once again they 
went down them. The weir lights Alex had conjured had been hovering above 
his head, and now they rushed down into the darkness to light the way. 


At the bottom of the staircase was a solid-looking iron door. Alex stepped 
around Thrang, who was pushing on the door, and placed his hand on the cold 
metal. The dwarf magic was stronger here than it had been in the bronze door. 
After a few moments of thought, Alex spoke a few words in the dwarvish 
language, and the door slowly creaked open on its own. 


“Impressive,” Arconn said. 


“Yes,” agreed Alex. “The dwarfs who lived here must have had at least one 
wizard with them.” 

“There have been few dwarf wizards,” Thrang said thoughtfully. “I know of 
one who lived in Thraxon at about the same time as Albrek. His name was 
Languinn, but there aren’t many stories about him.” 

“Tt seems we’ve found the hall of records,” said Kat, looking around the room 
that was filled with books. “I would say the door at the far end of the hall leads 
to the lowest level of all.” 

“Yes,” said Thrang, looking in the direction of the door. “First things first, 
however. Let’s see what the records have to say about the colony and if there is 
anything about why the dwarfs left.” 

Left, or were destroyed, Alex thought but didn’t say. 

Alex lit the lamps and then joined the others in looking through the records. 
There were far fewer records here than there had been in the archives of Benorg, 
and it didn’t take them long to find what they were looking for. 


“Here now,” said Thrang, looking down at a large leather-bound book that 
was sitting on a stone table. “This is a listing of what the colony had mined. It 
seems they found some rich mines here, including at least one mine of true 
silver.” 

“The amount produced drops after the third year of mining,” Alex said, 
looking over the information. “For the first three years, the numbers increase, 
and then they drop off by quite a bit.” 

“That would make sense,” said Thrang, running his finger down the page. “If 
Albrek took most of his people south, there would be far fewer dwarfs here to do 
the mining.” 

“So it would seem that Albrek left the Isle of Bones after three years, and 
went... where?” Arconn frowned. 

“To the Lost Mountains, no doubt,” said Thrang. “We know that was his plan 
from the start, but it would be nice to find something written to confirm that 
fact.” 

“Tt will take some time to go through all these records,” Alex said. “Kat, do 
you have any impression about where we should start?” 

Kat was silent for a minute, her eyes closed. Slowly she moved to one side of 
the room and put her hand on a huge volume. 

“This one,” said Kat, blinking several times as if to focus her eyes. 

Arconn and Thrang lifted the book onto one of the stone tables. Alex had 
never seen a book so large, and he wondered why the dwarfs would make 
something that no single dwarf could move alone. His thoughts about that were 
soon forgotten as Thrang began reading from the book. 

“Yes, this is the complete history of the colony,” said Thrang, turning the 
pages. “We should learn what happened here when we see where the history 
stops.” 

Thrang paged quickly through the book, looking for the place where the 
writing stopped. It took only a few minutes, but those minutes seemed to last for 
hours as Alex and the others waited. 

“Ah, here we are,” said Thrang, turning back a few pages from the end of the 
writing. 

For several minutes Thrang read in silence, Alex and Arconn skimming the 
words over his shoulder. Kat stood back, looking around the room and waiting to 
hear what had happened. 


“Tt sounds like things were going fine, and then all at once every dwarf on the 
island started feeling uneasy and tense,” Thrang summarized, taking his hands 
off the page so Alex and Arconn could finish reading. 


“That sounds similar to the way Alex and I felt earlier today,” Arconn said. 


“Too similar,’ Alex added. “Something on the island was affecting the 
dwarfs.” 


“But what could it be?” Thrang asked. “The record gives no clue at all, and 
the writing stops without explaining anything about what happened. Kat is 
unable to sense anything on the island, so what could the trouble have been?” 


“T don’t know,” said Alex, pacing back and forth. “Yet there is something 
here. Something that doesn’t want to be found.” 


“Whatever it is, it seems to be leaving us alone,” said Thrang, closing the 
book with some effort. He sighed in frustration. “We’re not here to find out what 
happened to the colony, we’re here to find the tomb of Albrek.” 


“So you think we should continue our quest and not worry about what 
happened here?” Alex asked. 


“We should worry about it, but not let it get in the way of our quest,” Thrang 
answered. “We have two weeks on the island, so we should make good use of 
them. Tomorrow we will explore the third level and gather all the treasure we 
can find in the time we have. As long as these troubled feelings don’t return, I 
don’t know what else we can do.” 


“And if they do return?” Arconn questioned. 


“Then we’ll do what we have to do to protect ourselves and complete our 
adventure,” said Thrang. 


“Very well,” said Alex, refocusing his thoughts. “We should all pay attention 
to our feelings, though. Hopefully we won’t have any problems before the 
Seeker returns.” 

They all agreed, and Thrang led them up the stairs toward the deserted dwarf 
village. As they went, Alex tried to relax his mind, but something was poking at 
his thoughts. The troubled feelings he’d had earlier in the day still reminded him 
of something, but even now he couldn’t think of what it was. 

When they climbed out of the dwarf ruins, they found that Barnabus had their 
dinner nearly ready. Nellus and Thrain were watching the empty space where the 
bronze door had been and seemed relieved when Alex and the others emerged. 


“What happened?” Nellus questioned. 


“PII explain as we eat,” said Thrang, moving toward the campfire. “We’ve 
learned some things, but not everything.” 


Barnabus served the food, and Thrang slowly recounted what he had read 
from the giant book. 


Alex had a hard time paying attention to the story or his food; he was still 
trying to remember what it was he had forgotten and what his strange feelings 
reminded him of. He knew the answer would come to him eventually, but for 
now, his thoughts were cluttered and confused. 


As the others prepared to sleep, Alex remained by the fire. They all agreed it 
would be a good idea to keep watch, and Alex had drawn the first shift. Arconn 
also remained by the fire, but remained still and quiet. Alex listened to the 
breathing of his friends as he watched the fire burn down, still trying to relax his 
mind. 


“You seem troubled,” Arconn said at last. 


“The feelings we had earlier today remind me of something, but I can’t 
remember what,” said Alex, shifting his position slightly. 


“Yes, I feel the same way, though I don’t know why. Perhaps an answer will 
come to you in your sleep. Often our minds find answers when we stop looking 
for them.” 

“Yes,” Alex agreed. “I suppose I should try to sleep.” 


Arconn said nothing more, and Alex slowly moved away from the fire and 
lay down on his blanket. Closing his eyes, he forced himself to relax, and before 
he knew it, he was asleep. 


How strange, Alex thought in his dream. 


He felt awake, even though he knew he wasn’t. He was sitting on a beach, 
possibly the beach they had landed on that morning. The wind blew his hair, and 
the smell of the sea reminded him of the sailors he’d met on the Seeker. For 
several minutes he remained seated, and then he slowly rose and looked toward 
the land. It looked exactly as he remembered it from earlier in the day, with one 
large exception. 


Sitting directly behind him was an enormous dragon. 

“So, you are what Kat could feel. The presence that moved away when she 
got too close,” said Alex. 

“T thought it best that we meet in your dreams,” said the dragon, its voice 
softer and friendlier than Alex had expected. “I hope you will forgive my 


intrusion, but meeting face-to-face would have been difficult.” 

“I am surprised to see you here,” said Alex, watching the dragon for any 
sudden movement and trying not to look into its eyes. 

“And I am surprised that you are so young,” said the dragon. 

Alex was not afraid, though he thought perhaps he should be. This dragon 
was much larger than Slathbog had been, and even if this was only a dream, he 
knew the dragon still had a great deal of power. 


“T require your assistance, young wizard,” the dragon said. “I can offer 
several things in return for your services.” 


“Why do you require my help?” Alex questioned. 

“Because you are what you are,” the dragon answered. “You are a wizard of 
great power, and I need that power to accomplish my goals.” 

“Why would I agree to help a dragon?” Alex asked. “I’ve met one of your 
kind before, and I doubt your goals will be something honorable.” 

“Yes,” said the dragon, its voice sounding thoughtful. “You met Slathbog and 
destroyed him, as was right. And because of your encounter with Slathbog, you 
mistrust me, which shows wisdom on your part. However, I am not like 
Slathbog; I do not hoard wealth nor seek out the lesser races to destroy them.” 

Alex considered the dragon’s words for several minutes before he replied. It 
seemed to be true that this dragon did not care about the dwarf treasure scattered 
across the island. Still, dragons were dragons, and Alex knew he had to be 
careful. 

“What is it you wish of me?” he asked. 

“A spell,” the dragon answered. “A spell to hide this island from all who seek 
it.” 

“Why do you wish that?” Alex questioned, surprised by the dragon’s request. 

“So the past will not be repeated,” said the dragon, sounding strangely sad. 

“Tt was you, then,” said Alex as he considered how dangerous a dragon might 
be in a dream. “You destroyed the dwarfs that lived here.” 

“Sadly, yes,” said the dragon. “I did not mean for it to happen, and while most 
of the blame is mine, the dwarfs still share some of it.” 

“Will you tell me what happened?” Alex asked. 

“Long ago I chose this place to hide,” the dragon began. “I had grown tired of 
my long travels and wanted only to sleep and to dream. This island was a good 


place, far from the lesser races and secluded by the sea. For hundreds of years I 
slept here, and then the dwarfs came.” 


Alex remained quiet. 


“At first I was not aware of them,” the dragon continued. “The dwarfs dug 
their mines and found their treasures, and I remained asleep. Then they opened 
new mines and looked for more treasures. That is how dwarfs are, so I cannot 
blame them for that. The mining was noisy, and it slowly woke me from my long 
sleep. They had a wizard with them, and he was the first to realize I was here.” 


“So you destroyed the dwarfs before they could attack you,” said Alex. 


“No, nothing like that,” answered the dragon. “The dwarfs attacked me while 
I was not yet fully awake. Their wizard, a dwarf named Languinn, had great 
power. He believed that he could drive me away or even destroy me. When I 
woke fully, it was to his attack. Startled by his magic, I thought only of 
defending myself. But my anger began to burn inside of me, and being a dragon, 
my rage got the better of me. I swept down on my attackers and destroyed most 
of them before I was able to shake off my madness.” 


“You destroyed most of them, but not all?” Alex questioned. 

“No, not all. Languinn and some of the other dwarfs hid themselves in the 
underground archives. I tried to apologize, to make things right, but Languinn 
would not speak to me, even in dreams.” 

“So he and his people are still down there?” Alex asked, stunned by the idea. 

The dragon shook his head. “They died off, until only Languinn was left. 
Even then, alone in the dark, he would not speak with me, though I tried many 
times.” 

“So we will find their remains on the third level when we go there tomorrow,” 
Alex said, wondering how much of the dragon’s story was true. 

“Yes,” answered the dragon. “Perhaps that will convince you I speak the 
truth, though there is an easier way, if you dare.” 

“You would have me look into your eyes,” Alex said, feeling a strange desire 
to look, despite knowing the danger. 

“We are in a dream so our powers are not what they might be,” the dragon 
said. “And I will give you something to protect you, if you will trust me.” 

“What can you give me for protection?” Alex asked. He wanted to trust the 
dragon, yet he knew that trusting any dragon could be fatal. 

“T will give you my true name,” the dragon answered. 


Alex considered the offer. He knew that dragons often had many names, but 
they each had only one true name, a name that gave them their power and made 
them what they were. He also knew that having that true name would give him 
power over the dragon, power to control and command the dragon to do 
whatever he wanted it to do. 


“How will I know the name you give me will be your true name?” Alex 
asked. 


“You will know,” said the dragon with what might have been a smile on its 
face. “I am Salinor, oldest remaining of my race. I am the lord of dragons, the 
most ancient, the guardian of the past.” 


“Salinor,” Alex repeated, feeling the incredible power of the name even in his 
dream. “Yes, I will trust you. I will look into your eyes.” 


Even before he looked, Alex knew that Salinor had told him the truth. As 
their eyes met, Alex could feel Salinor’s power, and he could see some of the 
details of the dragon’s long life. Salinor was far more powerful than Slathbog 
had been, and Alex knew that he could not defeat this dragon, not in the same 
way he had defeated Slathbog and not in any other way he could think of. Then, 
to his surprise, Alex realized that Salinor could not defeat him either. They were 
equals, an even match. 


“There is more to you than I thought,” Salinor said, sounding pleased and 
perhaps a little proud. “It is good that we have met this way. If we had been 
forced to battle, I think we both would have lost in the end.” 


“T am glad we have not met as enemies, then,” said Alex, letting his mind 
move closer to Salinor’s. 


The mixing of thoughts was amazing, and for a moment Alex considered 
breaking away and forcing himself to wake up. At times Alex had felt that his 
own mind was cluttered and full, but that feeling was nothing compared to what 
he felt now. And he sensed something else as well—the same wild, reckless 
feeling he had felt twice before on his journey. 
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“Open the third level for your friends, then come and talk with me,” said 
Salinor, blinking and breaking the link between the two of them. “There are 
things we need to speak of, things you will need to know.” 

“I will come,” said Alex. 

“Until then,” said Salinor, turning to leave the beach of Alex’s dreams. “I will 
see you soon, young dragon lord.” 


“Dragon lord,” said Alex, waking up with a start. 

“What’s that?” Thrang asked, turning away from the cooking fire to look at 
Alex. 

“Oh, nothing,” said Alex, looking around to see if anyone else had overheard 
him. 

“Well, come and get your breakfast,” said Thrang. “We have a long day ahead 
of us.” 

Alex got up, still thinking about his dream. He knew that it had been real, 
though he had never actually spoken to anyone in a dream meeting before. 

“We’ll go down to the third level this morning,” Thrang said as they finished 
breakfast. “It should be worth our time to look around and perhaps find a bit of 
treasure.” 

“T have something to do after I open the door to the third level,” said Alex. 

“Oh? What is that?” Thrang questioned, a puzzled look on his face. 

“T have to go and talk to someone,” answered Alex. 

“Who are you going to talk to?” Thrain asked, looking even more puzzled 
than Thrang did. 

“A friend,” Alex answered with half a smile. 

“That’s no kind of answer,” said Thrang, standing up and running his hand 
down his beard. 

“A dragon, then,” said Alex, and almost laughed at the shocked looks on his 
friends’ faces. “That’s where the uneasy feelings are coming from and what Kat 
could feel but not get close to. There is a dragon on the island, and I’m going to 
talk with him.” 

“How do you know about the dragon?” Nellus asked, looking worried and 
pale. 

“Because I spoke with him last night in my dreams,” said Alex. “I don’t have 
time to explain everything, but I can tell you there is no reason to worry. I’ll 
open the door to the third level where you should find the remains of some 
dwarfs and the dwarf wizard, Languinn. Once that is done, I will be leaving for a 
few days.” 

“You’re going to talk with a dragon?” Thrang repeated, looking confused. 

“The risk is great,” said Kat, looking from Alex to Thrang and back again. 

“No, it’s not,” said Alex. “Enough talk. Let’s go and open the door to the third 


level. Or perhaps I should show Thrain how to open the hidden doors in the 
houses first.” 


“You seem determined to go,” Arconn said. 
“I am. And I’m sure there is no danger,” said Alex. 


Thrang and the others looked as if they wanted to argue, but Alex wouldn’t 
hear any of it. He turned and walked into the stone building behind their camp, 
and the rest of them had no choice but to follow. 


The door to the third level was better protected than either of the previous 
two. It appeared that Languinn had spent most of his time casting spells on the 
third door to protect himself and his comrades from the dragon. Just as Alex 
thought he had removed all of Languinn’s spells, however, he started sneezing 
uncontrollably. 


“T didn’t expect that,” Alex said, shaking off the effects of Languinn’s spell. 
“A strange spell to put on a door.” 


“Not so strange.” Thrang laughed. “Dwarfs often use such spells if they’re 
afraid of someone sneaking up on them. The sneezing would alert them to an 
enemy’s presence.” 

“Yes, I see,” said Alex, wiping his nose. 


Returning to the door, he removed the sneezing spell and quickly checked for 
anything else he might have missed. Confident that he’d removed all of the 
magic from the door, he told his friends to move to the sides of the short hallway. 
He carefully pushed the door open with his staff and a volley of arrows came 
flying out of the darkness, clattering against the stairs behind them. 

“You should be careful as you search the third level,” Alex said, checking his 
staff for arrows. 

“How did you know about the trap?” Arconn questioned, looking at the open 
door in concern. 

“T thought Languinn might do something like this,” said Alex. “He was 
afraid, and he couldn’t be sure that his magic would be enough to protect him 
from a dragon.” 

“The same dragon that had trapped him,” said Thrang, looking Alex in the 
eye. “The same dragon you want to talk to. The same dragon that killed my 
people on this island.” 

“T told you I would explain later,” said Alex, his voice stern and slightly cold 
as it echoed into the darkness of the third level. “Languinn acted foolishly. He 


was only trapped here because he would not listen to reason.” 
“But . . . a dragon?” said Barnabus softly. 
“Enough,” said Alex, trying to stay calm. “I know what I’m doing.” 


“We are concerned for your safety as much as our own,” said Arconn 
soothingly. “We aren’t questioning your ability or belief.” 


“Forgive me,” said Alex, taking a deep breath. “I know you don’t understand 
and would like an explanation, but there isn’t time. Believe me when I say that I 
will be safe and that the dragon will not bother you. Languinn’s traps might be 
another story, though, so be careful.” 


“Very well,” said Thrang, though he still looked unhappy. “We’ll all go up 
while you teach Thrain to open the hidden doors. We’ll need to make torches 
anyway, before we can search the third level since we won’t have your weir 
lights.” 

With Thrang’s words they all moved back up the stairs. Alex felt bad that he 
couldn’t tell his friends everything he knew, but he wanted to hurry to his 
meeting with Salinor and telling his friends about his dream would only lead to 
dozens of questions that he didn’t have time to answer, even if he knew all the 
answers. 


Thrain quickly learned how to open the hidden doors once Alex had 
explained how it was done and taught him the correct magical words to use. 
Thrang also paid attention, and, with some effort, he was able to open the hidden 
doors as well. With that task completed, Alex walked into the street and turned 
to look at his friends. 


“I don’t know how long Pll be gone, but I promise to return before the Seeker 
gets here to take us back to Dunnstal,” said Alex. “I suggest you spend your time 
gathering everything of value here, including the archives. Once we leave this 
island, no one will ever be able to return.” 

“Why not?” Thrang asked. 

“TIl tell you this much and then I have to go,” said Alex, leaning on his staff. 
“When we leave here, I will be casting a spell that will make the island 
impossible to find. The dragon has asked me for this favor. He regrets what 
happened to the dwarfs here, and he doesn’t want anything like that to happen 
again. I agree with him, and as he was here first, the island is rightfully his.” 

“How do you know all of this?” Arconn questioned. 

“The dragon told me,” said Alex, turning away. “TIl answer the rest of your 


questions when I return.” 


Alex walked quickly through the empty dwarf village and into the woods 
without looking back, making his way toward the low rocky hills. He knew 
where he would find Salinor, and he hoped that the dragon was as friendly in real 
life as he had been in the dream. Of course, knowing the dragon’s true name 
gave Alex an advantage. He still wondered why Salinor had done that; usually 
dragons closely guarded their true names. Still, Alex knew that Salinor had told 
him the truth and there was little chance the dragon would change his mind now. 


Salinor’s cave was extremely well hidden, and it took Alex more time to find 
it than he thought it would. Salinor had cast several spells over the entrance of 
his cave in order to remain hidden from anyone or anything that might come to 
the island, and the dragon’s magic was impressive. It was only because Salinor 
had told him where to look that Alex was able to find the cave at all. 


Alex spent the next eleven days and nights with Salinor, learning from the 
ancient creature and telling his own story to the dragon. Time seemed to melt 
away, and Alex didn’t remember sleeping or eating at all; he wasn’t even a little 
bit tired or hungry. When it was finally time for him to go, Alex was reluctant to 
leave the dragon behind. There was so much that Salinor knew, and so many 
more questions that Alex wanted to ask. Salinor also seemed sad that Alex was 
leaving, but he promised to visit Alex in his dreams from time to time. 


“You are now a dragon lord,” said Salinor as Alex was preparing to leave. “If 
ever you need me, you need only call my name.” 


“You have been very kind, my friend,” said Alex. “I hope I will never need to 
disturb your rest.” 


“There are a few more things,” said Salinor, turning his giant head toward the 
back of the cave. “There are books that you should take with you.” 


“Books?” questioned Alex. He’d never thought of dragons as reading or 
writing books. 


“Ancient writings,” said Salinor. “Mysteries and knowledge that have long 
been lost. You may need what they hold.” 


Alex went to the back of the cave and found a small gap in the wall. Moving 
through the gap, he entered a second cavern full of old-looking books. The 
number of books in the cave surprised him, and he wondered how they might 
have gotten there. Salinor could never have slipped through the gap, not even 
when he was a very young dragon. Alex picked up one of the books and glanced 
through its pages. The writing was different from the magic letters he had 


learned, but yet also strangely familiar. Without taking time to look at all the 
books, Alex held up his magic bag and moved them to his own library. 

“The books are not written in letters that I understand,” Alex said when he 
returned to the main cave. 


“They are not so much read as experienced,” said Salinor. “When you read 
these books, it will not be like reading, it will be as if you are there.” 


“I don’t understand,” said Alex. 


“In time you will,” answered Salinor in a confident tone. “And now one last 
thing before you go.” 


“Yes?” said Alex, looking up at Salinor’s ancient face. 
“Your family,” said Salinor. “You need to find your family to find yourself.” 
“T have no family,” said Alex, turning away. 


“We all have families,” said Salinor with a booming dragon laugh. “Your 
parents had families before they were your parents. Seek them out. They will 
need you, and you, I think, will need them as well. 


“T will tell you this as a final gift in parting,” Salinor went on. “There was a 
time—a time long forgotten by most—when dragons and men were of one race. 
Not all men, but the great and noble men, the men who later became kings and 
rulers in the known lands, had the blood of the dragon in their veins. I was there, 
so I know what I say is true. I also know something about you that you have not 
yet guessed.” 


“What is that?” Alex questioned nervously. 


“You are of my own bloodline,” Salinor answered. “Both of your parents had 
dragon blood in their veins, and it flows very strongly in you as well, my child. 
In fact, I think that you alone among wizards could take the dragon form without 
fear of losing yourself.” 

“The dragon form is warned against by all wizards,” said Alex. 

“That is because most wizards would lose themselves in the form of a dragon. 
They would feel what it is to be a dragon and forget that they were ever men.” 

“And you think I should take this form?” Alex asked. 

“Not until you are ready,” said Salinor. “You will find great power in the 
dragon form, greater than you have now, greater than any I have ever had. Yet 
even with this power, I think you will be able to return to your human form at 
will. Unless Iam much mistaken, you have two true forms—man and dragon.” 


Alex wanted to ask more questions but Salinor lowered his head to the cave 
floor and closed his eyes. Alex bowed to the great dragon, and then left him in 
his hidden cave. It was a long walk back to the dwarf village, and as he went 
Alex considered everything Salinor had told him and the promises he had made 
to the dragon. 


The first promise was a small thing, really, and one that Alex had decided to 
do before ever meeting Salinor face-to-face: cast a spell on the Isle of Bones to 
hide it from any who might come looking for it. The other two promises Alex 
had made were more complicated, and he needed time to consider exactly what 
they meant. 


Salinor’s words about his family filled his mind as well, and Alex wondered 
why he had never thought to ask about his parents’ families before. The idea that 
he might have living grandparents, aunts and uncles, even cousins, was 
something new; he wondered how he could find them. 


There was one other promise that had come as something of a surprise to 
Alex, hardly something he’d expected the dragon to think about. 


“Always go to your friends in their times of need,” said Salinor in a serious 
tone. “If a friend calls for your help, go as quickly as you can.” 


Of course he would, wouldn’t he? If any of his friends were in trouble, of 
course he would go to them. That’s what friends did. It seemed natural, the kind 
of thing he would do without thinking. So why had Salinor made him promise to 
do it? 

As he approached the deserted village, Alex reflected on Salinor’s parting 
words. Salinor thought that Alex could take the dragon form and still return to 
his own form again. That was something no wizard had ever done, at least as far 
as Alex knew. Most wizards would not even try to take the shape of a dragon. 
Every wizard Alex had read about who had tried had either flown away as a 
dragon or gone completely mad and died. As he walked along, lost in his 
thoughts, Alex thought he could hear Salinor’s voice echoing inside his own 
mind. 

“Through your friends and your family you will find your true self,” the 
dragon’s voice said softly. “Go to them when they need you.” 

What did that mean? Alex knew who and what he was, didn’t he? Well, no, 
he didn’t. He was still learning about what he was, and he had no real idea about 
who he was. Iownan, the Oracle of the White Tower, had told him on his first 
adventure that he was a mix of races. He’d always thought of himself as human, 


but that wasn’t exactly true. Somewhere in his family’s history there were other 
races—elves, dwarfs, and apparently even dragons, according to Salinor. Could 
that be part of the reason Salinor had told him to look for his family? Was there 
something in his future that the dragon could see? The questions were enough to 
drive him crazy, so he tried to push them to the back of his mind. There would be 
time to think about them later, right now he had to get back to his friends and 
prepare to leave the Isle of Bones behind. 


Chapter Fourteen 


The Road to Kazad-Syn 


Alex soon left the woods and entered the empty dwarf village. It was a 
depressing sight now that he knew how sorry Salinor was that the dwarfs had 
been destroyed. Alex could see that his friends had been busy while he was 
away, because when he entered the town square piles of treasure glimmered all 
around him. Some of the piles were stacked almost as high as he was tall, and it 
was like moving through a giant maze to find the company’s campsite. It was 
almost midday, and Alex quickened his pace, hoping to reach his friends before 
they started their meal. 


“Well, look who’s back,” said Nellus, looking up with a smile as Alex 
approached the camp. “Been hiding and getting out of the real work.” 


“Something like that,” said Alex, returning the smile. “Though eleven days 
and nights with a dragon is no easy task.” 


“T think I’d rather sort treasure than spend any time with a dragon,” Barnabus 
said as he stacked wood on the campfire. 


“I would say both have been profitable,” answered Alex. “Where are the 
others?” 


“They’ ll be along soon,” said Nellus. “Thrang’s had us all working down on 
the third level for days.” 


“The colony was rich, then,” said Alex. 


“They were doing well, that much is clear. Took us nearly a week to collect 
what you see here, and that’s just what came out of the houses.” Barnabus shook 
his head. “I’m not sure we’|l be able to get Thrang to leave.” 


“The Seeker returns tomorrow and we must leave on it,” said Alex. 


“Thrang will argue the point,” said Nellus, taking a seat beside the campfire. 
“Dwarfs aren’t keen on leaving treasure behind.” 


“Perhaps I can help with that,” said Alex, sitting down by Nellus. 
“T hope so,” Barnabus said. “Thrang’s been moody since you left.” 


“Moody is hardly the word for it,” said Nellus, looking troubled. “Thrang’s 
temper has gotten steadily worse, and so has young Thrain’s.” 


“What do you mean?” Alex asked. 


“The look in their eyes,” said Nellus, trying to explain. “It’s a wild, hunted 
kind of look. I’ve seen it in men who have spent too much time in the wild, or 
adventurers who have been on one too many adventures.” 


“Tt is true,” Barnabus added. “They are both consumed, I think. The treasure, 
the loss of their people who lived here—and then you heading off to talk with 
the dragon. It’s changed Thrang and Thrain. They won’t listen to reason 
anymore.” 


“They will have to listen,” said Alex. “We must leave tomorrow or remain on 
this island forever.” 


“Thrang’s been mumbling something about revenge,” Nellus added. “He’s 
convinced himself that your dragon friend is to blame for what happened here. 
Even Arconn can’t talk to him about it.” 


“Well, he’ll have to give up any ideas of revenge,” said Alex, feeling more 
than a little worried. “Even if Thrang were to call all the dwarfs of Thraxon to 
his aid, I doubt he would do more than inconvenience this dragon.” 

“What’s that about revenge?” said Thrang’s voice. 

Alex looked up and saw Thrang and Thrain coming around the piles of 
treasure. 

“T said revenge is a dangerous game, and is often more dangerous to those 
looking for it than to anyone else,” said Alex. 

“T see you’ve come back, then,” said Thrang, his voice colder than normal. “I 
suppose you’ve heard what this dragon has to say about my people. I suppose he 
told you that their destruction wasn’t his fault at all.” 

“No, actually that’s not what he said,” said Alex. “As soon as the others are 
here, Pl tell you exactly what he said, if you care to hear it.” 

For a moment Thrang didn’t speak or move, but simply stood with a look of 
mixed rage and fear on his face. Alex could see that Thrang had been worried 
about him, but he could also see that he had made up his mind about Salinor, and 
about all dragons for that matter. 

“Alex,” said Arconn happily as he walked into camp. “I thought we might 
have to come looking for you.” 

“I said I would be back before the Seeker returned,” said Alex. “And it looks 
like you’ve all been busy while I was away.” 

“We won’t be leaving on the Seeker tomorrow,” said Thrang, his voice tight. 
“There is far too much treasure to collect still, and I won’t leave the island until 


we have it all.” 


“T’ve never known you to be greedy, Thrang,” said Alex, his tone calm and 
even. 


“Greed has nothing to do with it,” Thrang snapped. “The treasures of this 
island were gathered by my people. It is my duty, and yours as a signed member 
of this adventure, to collect it all before we leave.” 


Kat moved up beside Arconn, a troubled look on her face. Alex could tell that 
all of them were worried about Thrang’s mood. And Thrain looked almost as 
serious as Thrang did. 


“Very well,” said Alex after a moment. “Forgive me if I have offended you. 
Collecting the treasure will not be a problem. We will still be able to leave 
tomorrow.” 


“T don’t see how,” Thrang answered, ignoring Alex’s apology. “We’ve been 
sorting treasure for nearly two weeks, and we’re not even half done yet.” 


“The sorting can wait for another time,” said Alex, trying not to become 
angry with Thrang. “As before, I can quickly place all of the treasure in my bag. 
That is, if you trust me to hold it for you.” 


“Trust?” Thrang repeated, looking away from Alex. “Once the question of 
trust would never have come up between us. But now .. .” 


“Now that I’ve spoken to a dragon, you’re not sure if you can trust me,” Alex 
finished for him. “You’ve made up your mind that the dragon is to blame for 
everything that happened here, and you long for revenge.” 

“Revenge is not enough,” shouted Thrang, his face growing red with anger. 
“How can a single dragon pay for the hundreds of lives it has taken? No, I want 
the dragon destroyed, so it will never harm another creature.” 

“You don’t know what you’re saying,” said Alex, his own temper starting to 
rise. 

“You’ve been enchanted by this dragon,” Thrang went on. “You can’t see 
what really happened here, and you won’t admit that the dragon is to blame. A 
fine wizard you’ve become.” Thrang spat on the ground. 

“Silence!” Alex commanded in a tone both deeper and stronger than his 
normal voice would be. The ground beneath them shook, and a dark cloud 
moved in front of the sun. “You will listen to what I have to say, and then you 
can decide if I am enchanted.” 

Alex looked around at his friends, who were shocked and scared by his 


sudden command and display of power. He had never spoken so strongly before, 
and Thrang looked petrified with fear, as if something terrible was about to 
happen to him. 

“Now,” said Alex, regaining control of his emotions. “The dragon that you 
blame has told me the whole story of what happened here. If yov’ll sit down and 
listen, I will tell it to you.” 

Thrang inched forward and slowly sat down, his wide eyes never leaving 
Alex’s face. 

Thrain stood as if he had turned to stone, and he didn’t move until Alex 
pointed to a chair and told him to sit down. 

Slowly, Alex told them what he had learned since they’d arrived on the 
island. Everyone remained silent as he spoke, though Arconn would often nod 
his head in understanding. As Alex told the story, he worked some special magic 
that would help Thrang accept what he was saying. He hoped that Thrang could 
let go of his anger and hate long enough to see the truth. 

When Alex finished the story, he could see that they all had questions for 
him, but they held back, waiting for Thrang to speak first. 

“So, Languinn attacked the dragon while it was still asleep,” said Thrang, his 
voice almost a whisper. 

“Yes,” said Alex. “A good idea, but only if you’re sure you can destroy the 
dragon before it wakes up.” 

“Yes,” Thrang repeated. “And a foolish move if you cannot defeat the 
dragon.” 

“How could you know?” Thrain questioned. “I mean, how could you know 
how powerful the dragon was until it woke up?” 

“Tt would not really be possible,” said Alex. “And the dragon on this island is 
not evil. He was here, hidden from the world, trying to stay out of harm’s way.” 

“But you could destroy it,” Thrain went on, a hopeful tone in his voice. “I 
mean, you defeated Slathbog, so you could defeat this dragon as well, couldn’t 
you?” 

“No, I could not,” answered Alex. “I could control him because I know his 
true name, but if it came to open battle 
...” Alex trailed off and took a deep breath. “I think if it came to open battle, we 
would destroy each other, and probably this entire island as well.” 

“You know the dragon’s name?” Arconn questioned, a look of surprise on his 


face. 
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Yes,” said Alex. 


“Then you ... you are a dragon lord,” said Arconn, his surprise changing to 
wonder. 


“A dragon lord?” Thrang repeated, looking at Alex, his expression changing 
from confusion to understanding. “Yes, of course. How stupid of me. Forgive 
me, Alex, I have been a fool.” 


“There is no need for forgiveness,” said Alex. “Your feelings are 
understandable. But know that the dragon regrets what happened here.” 


“Yes, I see that now,” said Thrang, looking away for a moment to dry his 
eyes. “We will leave on the Seeker when it arrives. We will take as much 
treasure as we can, but whatever we cannot gather will be left behind without 
regrets.” 


The tension was broken now that Thrang had agreed to leave, and Alex’s 
friends all looked relieved. Barnabus quickly started preparing their meal, and 
Thrang walked slowly away from the campfire. Alex followed Thrang, wanting 
to reassure his friend that there were no hard feelings. He caught up with Thrang 
outside the dwarf archives. 


Thrang led Alex down to the third level. Alex was amazed by the amount of 
treasure in the cavern. His friends had been busy sorting, but they hadn’t even 
started to store treasure in their bags. 


“With your permission,” said Alex, bowing slightly to Thrang. 


“Do what you can,” said Thrang, his voice weak. “Time has run out, and what 
remains here will remain forever.” 


Alex wanted to comfort Thrang, but he didn’t know what more he could say 
or how he could say it. Thrang’s confidence had been shaken when Alex had 
commanded him to listen, but it had been broken when he saw the truth. It had 
been for the best, Alex was sure of that, but Thrang had lost face in his own 
eyes. Alex could see that Thrang doubted his own ability to lead the company, 
and that could be a problem. 

With a few magic words and a command whispered into the top of his magic 
bag, Alex emptied the giant chamber of its treasure. The hoard glimmered for a 
moment in the torchlight, and then sped into Alex’s magic bag with a sound like 
a cracking whip. 

When they returned to the surface, Alex saw that the rest of his friends had 


managed to store the treasure they’d gathered from the village in their own bags. 
Thrang said nothing, but simply returned to his seat by the fire and silently 
waited to leave the island. 
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The next morning they returned to the beach. Everyone seemed to be in a 
dark mood, and Alex knew there were doubts about Thrang’s ability to lead them 
on the rest of their adventure. If Thrang did not regain his confidence, it seemed 
likely that the adventure would end and they would divide the treasure and part 
ways. This was not acceptable to Alex, and he tried to think of a way to help 
Thrang get back his old confidence. 


About an hour after they arrived on the beach, the Seeker sailed into the 
harbor. Alex and his companions pushed their rowboat back to the water’s edge, 
climbed inside, and quickly made their way back to the ship. Bill Clinker and his 
crew greeted them happily, though they could tell something was wrong with the 
company. Bill, being quick to grasp what the problem was, asked Thrang for 
permission to get underway. Thrang didn’t speak but simply nodded, and Bill 
gave the orders for the crew to set sail. 


“A moment, please,” said Alex, looking at each of his companions in turn. “I 
promised to cast a spell on this island, and I think you all should bear witness.” 


They all agreed, though only Arconn seemed happy about it. As the Seeker 
made its way out of the harbor, Alex and his friends gathered on the raised stern 
of the ship. Alex waited until they were a few miles away from the island, and 
then turned and looked at Thrang. 


“With your permission,” said Alex, bowing to Thrang. 
“Yes,” said Thrang, slowly returning the bow. “Yes, of course.” 


Alex stepped away from the others and raised his staff. Salinor had explained 
the spell to him, and he remembered the dragon’s voice as he quietly spoke the 
words. As he worked the magic, the sun seemed to dim as if a cloud had moved 
in front of it. A strange mist began to grow out of the sea, circling the island. 
Alex focused all of his thoughts on his task. He could feel Salinor’s magic 
joining his own as he wove the spell, and he knew that the island would be 
hidden forever. 

Soon the island was hidden by a great cloud that sat on the surface of the 
water. Slowly Alex finished his work, binding the magic forever as he lowered 
his staff. He felt drained of strength, but oddly happy as he looked toward the 
island. The cloud remained where it was for a minute or two, and then blew 


away in the sea breeze. There was nothing but open water where the Isle of 
Bones had been. 


“Impressive,” Arconn said, looking surprised. “I thought the cloud would 
remain to hide the island.” 


“That would be a marker,” said Alex in a tired voice. “This way is better, as it 
leaves no trace.” 


“You’ve done well,” said Thrang, smiling weakly. “And I suppose it’s for the 
best.” 


Alex smiled and bowed once more to Thrang. The others all seemed 
impressed by Alex’s work, but they also wanted to get below deck. They still 
didn’t like sailing, and the ship was already starting to roll on the waves of the 
open sea. They made their way below, leaving only Alex and Arconn standing 
on the stern of the ship, watching the spot where the Isle of Bones had been. 

As night fell, Arconn went down to check on the rest of the company. Alex 
remained on deck, looking across the open water. He wanted to talk to Thrang, 
but he didn’t want to do it in front of the rest of the company. He hoped that 
Thrang would shake off his doubts on his own, and he tried again to think of 
something he could say that would help. Then, to his surprise, Alex saw that 
Thrang was making his way across the deck toward him. 

“Do you have any of that seasickness potion left?” Thrang asked, holding 
tightly to the railing of the ship. 

“Of course,” said Alex with a smile. “Decided it might not taste as bad as you 
remember?” 

“T can’t bear to remain below deck,” said Thrang, looking as troubled as Alex 
had ever seen him. “They all have doubts now—even Arconn.” 

“T don’t,” said Alex. “And I’m not sure the others do either. I think perhaps 
you see your own doubt reflected in their faces.” 


“Perhaps,” said Thrang. “But I have no idea what to do now.” 


“We carry on, of course,” said Alex, handing a small bottle to Thrang. “You’ll 
want to sip that a little at a time.” 


Thrang took a swallow of Alex’s potion. 

“I’m a fool,” Thrang said. “I let my own foolish beliefs take over and cloud 
my judgment. I forgot what we were really after.” 

“You made a mistake; all of us do,” said Alex. “The only thing you can do 
now is learn from it and try not to make the same mistake again.” 


“You are very kind, Alex. You’ve tried to help me save face, but—” 

“But nothing,” Alex interrupted. “You are the leader of this adventure, and 
you are the one who says where we go and when. You made a mistake. So what? 
Everyone makes mistakes.” 

“You didn’t,” Thrang pointed out. 

“I didn’t this time,” said Alex. “I’ve made mistakes before, and Pll make 
them again. I just hope I don’t make the same mistakes over and over again. And 
when I do make a mistake, I hope that I’m the only one who has to pay for it.” 

“You’ve changed a great deal since we first met,” said Thrang with a short 
laugh. “You seem so much older now. I suppose that’s your wizard training 
coming out.” 

“T suppose it is,” said Alex. “I’ve never really thought about it, but I guess 
being a wizard has changed me quite a bit.” 

“Yes, but you’re still the same friendly, trusting boy I met that day in Clutter’s 
shop,” said Thrang. 

“And you’re still the confident and wise dwarf I met that day as well. You’ve 
had your confidence shaken a little, but you are still the same.” 

“Perhaps,” Thrang allowed. “And perhaps I’m a bit wiser than I was, thanks 
to you.” 

“What are friends for?” said Alex. 

Thrang finished off the seasickness potion, and then remained on deck with 
Alex. They talked about their first adventure together, remembering a time that 
seemed so long ago, but wasn’t really long ago at all. 

“I suppose we should ride south and west when we get back to Dunnstal,” 
Thrang said at last. “We’ll stop at Kazad-Syn before starting for the Lost 
Mountains.” 

“That sounds like a good plan,” said Alex. 

“We might even be able to get some information about the Lost Mountains in 
Kazad-Syn,” Thrang went on. “I have family in the city, and it would be good to 
see them.” 

“It is always good to see family,” said Alex, remembering Salinor’s 
comments. 


“And you’|l be able to return the lost bag to its heir.” 
“Yes, I need to do that, don’t I>” 


The stood in silence for a moment, and then Thrang patted Alex’s shoulder. 
“Well then, I guess Pll try to get some sleep. I only hope the weather stays calm; 
I don’t think I could take any more rolling than we’re doing now.” 


Alex watched Thrang stagger across the deck, working his way back to the 
rest of the company. He was happy that Thrang had decided to continue with the 
adventure, and he hoped that his other friends would be happy about it too. 


The days remained clear and calm as they sailed back to Dunnstal, which was 
a good thing for Alex’s companions. When they arrived, Alex and Arconn 
helped the others off the ship while Thrang paid Bill Clinker and his crew. Alex 
noticed how hard Thrang was trying not to look sick, and he was quick to help 
his friend off the ship once payment had been made. 

“T hope I never sail again,” Thrang said, leaning on Alex. “Even your potion 
did little to calm the sickness.” 

“Yes, well, I was reading up on that,” said Alex with a slight laugh. “It seems 
the potion works best if you stay in the fresh air, above deck.” 

“Oh, that’s nice to know,” said Arconn, laughing as he took Thrang’s other 
arm. 

Thrang did not find Alex’s information as amusing as Arconn did, but he still 
managed a weak smile. 

It was late afternoon, and Thrang and the others wanted nothing more than to 
return to the Sea Mist and find a bed to lie down on and recover from their 
voyage. As it turned out, Ishly had expected them, and he had rooms ready for 
all of them. Alex and Arconn remained in the common room for a short time 
after the others had gone to bed, and then wandered out into the streets of 
Dunnstal. 

“Thrang’s mood has improved since we left the island,” Arconn commented, 
looking at Alex. 

“We had a talk,” said Alex. “He knows he made a mistake, but he’s learned 
from it. Now I think he’s prepared to move on.” 

“T am glad to hear that,” said Arconn. “For a time I thought he would give 
up.” 

“T think he wanted to, but that would have been unacceptable,” said Alex. 

“Unacceptable to you or to him?” 


“Both of us, I think,” said Alex. “And I think you would agree with that as 
well.” 


“I would,” said Arconn. 


There wasn’t much to see in Dunnstal, but Alex liked the sea air and the soft 
breeze blowing in his face. He and Arconn went down to the docks and found 
the old fisherman who had told Alex the story about the Isle of Bones. The old 
man seemed pleased to hear Alex’s story about the lost dwarf mines, though 
Alex left out the fact that a dragon lived on the island. Once again Alex offered 
to put a spell on the fisherman’s nets, and once again the old man laughed and 
said no. At sundown, Alex and Arconn left him on the docks and returned to the 
tavern. Only Thrain and Barnabus had managed to make their way down from 
their rooms for dinner, and Alex thought it best to let the others sleep. 


The next morning all of Alex’s friends looked much happier and healthier 
than they had the day before. The long sleep in soft beds had done wonders for 
them, and they all ate their breakfast without wasting time to talk. As they were 
finishing their meal, Thrang stood up, looking around the table at each member 
of the company. 


“T’ve decided that we will ride south to Kazad-Syn,” said Thrang. “We should 
be able to get some information about the Lost Mountains there, and Alex has 
the bag of a lost adventurer that needs returning. The heir lives in Kazad-Syn, so 
we should be there for a few days at least.” 


“What do we know about the Lost Mountains?” Arconn asked quickly. 


“Well, we know they are not actually lost,” said Thrang with a soft laugh. 
“They are called the Lost Mountains because it is easy to get lost in them. I’ve 
never been there, but I’ve been told that there are hundreds of narrow canyons 
winding through the mountains.” 


“Ts anything dangerous supposed to live there?” Nellus asked. 


“I don’t know of anything, but I’m sure we’ll find out more when we reach 
Kazad-Syn,” answered Thrang. “I believe some of the dwarfs who live there 
have been to the Lost Mountains, and their knowledge might be useful to us. 
After all, we don’t want to search all of the mountains looking for signs of 
Albrek.” 


There was general agreement with Thrang’s comment, and they all got up 
together, ready to ride south. Alex and the others made their way to the stables, 
while Thrang stayed behind to find Ishly and pay for the company’s stay. Alex 
could see that Thrang’s renewed confidence had impressed the others, and they 
all looked a great deal happier than they had when they left the Isle of Bones. 


“How far is it from here to Kazad-Syn?” Thrain asked as he worked to saddle 
his horse. 


“Ten days—maybe two weeks’ ride,” said Alex, remembering the map of 
Thraxon he’d studied in Benorg. “Of course, the roads could be difficult, so it 
may take longer than that.” 


“At least we’ll be riding,” said Kat with a laugh. “I’ve never been as sick as I 
was on that boat.” 


“Nor have I,” Barnabus added. “It’1l be good to be on horseback again.” 
“T rather enjoyed the voyage,” Arconn said with a laugh. 


“As did I,” Alex agreed, rubbing Shahree’s neck as he spoke. “Though it is 
good to be back to a normal mode of travel.” 


The others laughed as they made their way out of the stable. Arconn led 
Thrang’s horse along with his own, and they found Thrang waiting for them at 
the front of the inn. 


“Ishly suggests that we follow the coast road south,” said Thrang, climbing 
into his saddle. “He says there is a good road from Darvish to Kazad-Syn, and 
Darvish is only four or five days south of here.” 


“Are you sure you want to stay so close to the sea?” Alex asked with a smile. 
“As long as we’re not in it,” said Thrang with a grunting laugh. 


They quickly fell into line behind Thrang and rode out of Dunnstal. Alex 
looked back once before the city was lost to view, wondering what stories his 
friends from the Seeker would be telling at the inns tonight. 
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The coast road was a good one, and it was still early on the fifth day away 
from Dunnstal when they reached Darvish. Darvish was a much larger city than 
Dunnstal, with high stone walls around it. The gatekeepers were friendly 
enough, however, and let them pass after only a few questions. Thrang decided 
they would spend the rest of the day in Darvish and ride on toward Kazad-Syn 
the next morning. 


“A few weeks out of the saddle and I’m not fit for a long journey,” Thrang 
complained. 

The rest of the company agreed. They were eager to explore the city of 
Darvish, but Thrang insisted they find an inn before anyone went exploring. 
They were surprised to learn that there were few rooms available in the city. 

“A busy time of year,” one innkeeper told them. “The calm sea doesn’t last all 


year, after all, and many merchants don’t like shipping their goods when the 
weather is bad.” 


Eventually they found an inn that had three rooms available, and Thrang was 
quick to take them all. Thrang and Thrain would share one room, as would 
Nellus and Barnabus. Arconn and Alex would share the third room with Kat, 
though their room was actually a small suite, with two bedrooms attached to a 
fair-sized sitting room. Alex was concerned that each of the bedrooms had only a 
single bed, but Arconn wasn’t troubled. 


“I do not need to rest like you,” Arconn reminded Alex. “I will be quite 
comfortable in front of the fire. Though I’ve noticed that lately you can go for 
days without sleep as well.” 


“Only when I need to,” said Alex. “And I don’t think there is much need 
today.” 


With the sleeping arrangements taken care of, they all set off for a look at the 
city. Alex was surprised by the number of dwarfs in the city, but Thrang 
explained that Darvish did a great deal of trade with Kazad-Syn as well as with 
several other dwarf cities. 


“My brother owns some property here,” Thrang said as they walked along a 
crowded street. “He’s done a lot of trading, and he’s paid for ships to trade at 
most of the larger ports on the sea.” 


“He must be prosperous, then,” said Nellus as they entered the city’s main 
square. It was filled with hundreds of little tables covered with all kinds of goods 
and items for sale. “It seems there is a little of everything here.” 


“Darvish is one of the largest ports on the Eastern Sea,” said Thrang. 
“Thorson says they are a hard people to deal with, but always fair.” 


“Thorson would be your brother, then,” said Arconn, looking at Thrang. 


“Yes,” Thrang answered. “He’s quite a bit younger than I am, but he’s done 
very well for himself.” 


Alex could tell from Thrang’s words and the look on his face that he was 
proud of his younger brother. It was strange to hear Thrang talk about his 
brother, as Alex had never really discussed family with any of his friends. For a 
moment Alex thought about his own family, the family that Salinor had told him 
to look for. Would Mr. Roberts know something about his family? And if not Mr. 
Roberts, then who? 


“T’m going to look for some new boots,” said Barnabus, breaking Alex’s train 


of thought. 

“You should take someone with you at least,” said Thrang. 

“You don’t think there is any danger here, do you?” Thrain asked. 

“No, but we should stay alert all the same,” said Thrang. 

They agreed, so Nellus and Kat went off with Barnabus to look for boots. 
Thrang insisted that Thrain stay with him, which left Alex and Arconn free to 
wander the city together. 

They worked their way through the open market in the square, looking at 
several items and even buying a few. The people of Darvish didn’t seem at all 
surprised to see a man and an elf together, though a few of them did take a 
second look at Alex when they noticed his staff. It was a pleasant morning, and 
at midday Alex and Arconn bought some food from one of the market stalls and 
went looking for a place to sit and eat. 

“A fair city,” said Arconn as they walked along. “I wish we had more time to 
spend here.” 

“T expect Thrang wants to see his brother,” said Alex, spotting a patch of 
green that looked like a public park and pointing it out to Arconn. “How much 
do you know about Thrang’s family?” 

“I know he has several brothers,” Arconn answered as he and Alex sat on a 
bench in the shadow of a tall tower. “Families are not often discussed between 
adventurers, though I don’t know why.” 

“Not something that comes up as part of the adventure,” said Alex. 

“No, I suppose not,” said Arconn. 

“Do you know anything about ancient books?” Alex questioned, changing the 
subject because he didn’t want to consider how little he knew about his own 
family. 

“How ancient?” 

“T would guess that they are older than the elvish writing, maybe older than 
the magic writing as well,” Alex answered. 

Arconn thought for a moment. “Why do you ask about such books?” 

“T have some,” said Alex. “The dragon on the Isle of Bones gave them to me. 
I’ve only looked at one of them, and only for a few seconds, but I could see it 
wasn’t written in either the magic letters or the elvish language.” 

“Why would a dragon have books?” Arconn questioned, as much to himself 


as to Alex. 


“T don’t know,” said Alex, wishing Salinor had explained things a bit more. 
“He told me to take them and that they had a great deal of lost knowledge in 
them.” 


“T would say almost anything in them would be considered lost knowledge,” 
said Arconn, looking up at the sky. “I’ve heard stories of such books, but nothing 
more.” 

“And what do the stories say?” 


“These ancient books are rare,” Arconn began slowly, as if trying to 
remember. “The oldest of them would date from the time just after the creation 
of the known lands, before the different races spread out from their own lands.” 

“So they tell about how the lands were created and who did what? Where 
each race came from and things like that?” Alex asked. 

“Perhaps,” said Arconn. “Who can say for sure? What I’ve heard is mostly 
rumor and legend. I don’t think the oldest elf alive could say what was true about 
such books.” 

“And what do the rumors and legends say?” Alex pressed, noticing that 
Arconn hadn’t really answered his question. 

“They say such books can be dangerous,” said Arconn. “Some of the legends 
say that the books give power to the reader. Depending on who the reader is, 
such books could either be very dangerous or possibly very profitable.” 

“Or both,” said Alex, considering Arconn’s words. 

“If the books the dragon gave you are from the ancient times, you should be 
careful when exploring them,” Arconn advised. “Perhaps you should ask Whalen 
about them.” 

“Yes, I suppose I should,” said Alex thoughtfully. 

“Masters,” said an old-looking man, interrupting Alex and Arconn’s 
conversation. 

“May we help you?” Alex asked. 

“T would like to ask why you are here,” the old man answered. 

“We are traveling through your city on our way to Kazad-Syn,” said Arconn. 

“Oh, no, I mean here, in the shadow of the empty tower,” said the old man 
with a smile. 

“Should we not be here?” Alex asked. 


“There is no law against it,” said the man in a reassuring tone. “It is just that 
few people ever sit so close to the tower, as they know its dangers.” 

“Dangers?” Arconn questioned. 

“This is the Empty Tower of the Oracle,” the man explained. “I am Kathnar, 
the keeper of the grounds. I, and my people, are known as the Servants of the 
Empty Tower.” 

“And how long have you served?” Alex asked. 

“My family has cared for the grounds of the tower for more than a thousand 
years,” Kathnar answered proudly. “We have kept watch, waiting for the oracle 
to come.” 

“A long time to wait,” commented Arconn. 

“Yes, but we will wait as long as we must,” said Kathnar in a sad tone. 

“Who is this oracle that will come?” Alex asked as he looked up at the tower. 

“The dragon will bring her,” Kathnar answered reverently. “At least, one of 
the legends says that. It is difficult to know which legends are true, as so many 
have been told.” 

“May we enter the tower?” Arconn asked. 

“Oh, no,” Kathnar answered quickly. “It is most dangerous. The tower is 
sealed by magic.” 

“Take us to the entrance,” said Alex. “I would like to see what magic holds 
the gates of this tower.” 

“As you wish,” said Kathnar with a bow. “The gate is not far. I will show 
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you. 

Alex and Arconn followed Kathnar through some trees and along a stone 
path. The tower had a high wall around it, and as they came around one corner of 
the wall, Alex saw Nellus, Barnabus, and Kat standing in front of the gates. 
Barnabus and Nellus both looked worried, but Kat seemed perfectly calm as she 
walked toward the gate. 

“Kat, no!” Arconn called, racing forward. 

“You should not stop her,” yelled Kathnar, hurrying along behind Arconn. 
“She has a right to try.” 

Stepping between Kat and the gate, Alex stuck the ground with his staff. The 
rolling sound of thunder filled the air, and Kat’s eyes turned from the tower to 
Alex in surprise. 


“This is not for you,” said Alex, his voice full of power. “You have other 
tasks to do.” 


“Yes,” Kat said in a dreamy voice. “I have promises to keep.” 


“But the time is so short,” Kathnar shouted. “If the oracle does not arrive 
soon, the tower will be lost forever.” 

“What do you mean?” Alex demanded, turning to look at Kathnar. 

“Legend says that the tower will remain empty for only so long,” said 
Kathnar, looking from Alex to Kat and back again. “If the oracle does not arrive 
before that time is up, the tower will vanish like the mist.” 


“How much time is left before the tower vanishes?” Alex questioned. 


“Tt is hard to say,” said Kathnar, his anger fading into helplessness. “The 
exact count was lost years ago.” He shrugged. “A year, maybe less. Forgive my 
anger, I... It’s just that I feel that the time is almost over, and I don’t want the 
tower to fade.” 


“There is no need for forgiveness,” said Alex, glancing at Kat. “My friend is a 
seer. The power of the tower called to her as I’m sure it has called to others.” 


“Yes, there have been others who have tried,” said Kathnar. “They have all 
failed to enter the tower, but that doesn’t mean your friend shouldn’t try.” 


“Those who failed, what happened to them?” Arconn questioned. 


“They lost themselves,” Kathnar answered slowly. “They had no sense of 
who they were or even where they were. Some went mad. Others wandered 
away from the city. Still others simply refused to eat and, well...” 


“Yes, I understand,” said Alex. “The tower is seeking a new oracle. The 
power of this place is trying to find someone who can control it, and it will call 
to anyone who might fill its need.” 


“That sounds more than a little evil,” Arconn said, glancing at the tower. 


“No, not evil,” said Alex. “It is a test of magic and will. The magic of the 
tower does not destroy those who try to enter; it is their failure to enter and their 
inability to accept that failure that destroys them. I don’t think Kat is ready for 
this test—at least not yet—and I won’t let her go blindly forward. When she 
understands what has happened and what might happen to her, then perhaps she 
will wish to make an attempt to enter.” 


“As you wish, master wizard,” said Kathnar, bowing to Alex. “I hope that she 
will not wait too long before making the attempt.” 


“And I hope that the oracle appears before the tower fades,” Alex answered. 
Kathnar bowed to Alex and walked away. 


Kat was still looking at Alex, her eyes blank and distant, and it was only 
when he softly spoke her name that the trance was lifted. 


“T don’t know why I came here,” said Kat after the others told her what had 
happened. “It was like a dream, but the more I try to remember it, the more it 
slips away from me.” 


“Don’t be troubled by it,” said Alex. “We have an adventure to finish first. If 
you decide that you want to try to enter the tower once you understand what 
your attempt might mean, well, then I will come with you and help in any way I 
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can. 


Kat nodded her acceptance of Alex’s words without speaking, and they all 
returned to the city without looking back at the tower. Alex worried that Kat 
might slip away from them and return to the tower, but she didn’t. Kat did seem 
to be thinking about the tower, and she said very little to anyone for the rest of 
the day. 

“Kazad-Syn is a wonderful city,” Thrang said at dinner. “A week or ten days 
and you will see it shining like a jewel in the sun.” 

“T’ve never heard you speak so fondly of any city,” Arconn said, looking at 
Thrang. 

“Tt is the city my family comes from, my home,” said Thrang with a smile. 
“My brother Thorson still lives there, though the rest of my brothers have moved 
away. Still, I have cousins and other family there, so our visit should be a happy 
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one. 

“Then let us drink to Kazad-Syn, and hope to reach it quickly,” said Nellus, 
raising his mug. 

The others followed Nellus’s example, which made Thrang happy. 

“One final drink and then off to bed,” said Thrang as they finished their meal. 
“We’ll make an early start in the morning, and if we’re lucky, we’ll reach Kazad- 
Syn in less than ten days.” 

They all drank and headed to their rooms. Thrang motioned for Alex and 
Arconn to wait as the others departed. When they were alone, he spoke in a 
lowered voice. 

“Do you think she will try to return to the tower?” 

“I don’t think so,” Alex said softly. “I’ve blocked the magic that called to her, 


at least for now.” 
“And when you remove the block?” Arconn questioned. 


“Then the magic of the tower will call to her again,” said Alex. “If she wants 
to try to enter the tower then, well . . . In any event, I won’t let her do anything 
without really understanding what the attempt might do to her.” 


“Tt’s good that we’ll be leaving tomorrow,” said Thrang in a thoughtful tone. 
“Arconn, keep an eye on her tonight, just in case she tries to slip away.” 


Arconn nodded and the three of them hurried after their friends. Alex felt 
certain that Kat would want to return and try to enter the tower after their 
adventure was finished, even once she knew what might happen to her. He was 
also troubled because he knew he could do almost nothing to help her if she tried 
and failed. 


Chapter Fifteen 


The Third Bag 


Thrang’s prediction of when they would reach Kazad-Syn was correct. Just 
before midday on the ninth day out from Darvish, the company stopped at the 
top of a hill. Spread out before them was the dwarf city of Kazad-Syn, shining 
like a jewel, just as Thrang had said. 


“It’s beautiful,” said Thrain with breathless excitement. “I’ve never seen 
anything like it.” 

“Do all dwarf roads lead up hills before reaching cities?” asked Nellus. “It 
seems the roads are designed to give us the most impressive view of the city 
possible.” 


“T don’t know if the roads were designed that way.” Thrang laughed. “But it is 
a splendid view.” 


Alex agreed that the city was beautiful, and to his surprise, it was also very 
green. The city was built close to the mountains, and a long wall stretched out 
from the mountainside to enclose part of the city in a half circle. The wall was a 
pale and milky green color; it looked more like a giant hedge than a wall of 
stone. They could see many large buildings inside the wall, most of them made 
of the same jade-colored stone as the wall. There were also many trees growing 
in and around the city, which only added to the effect of the green stone. 


“Kazad-Syn is known for its jade-colored marble,’ Thrang said as they 
started forward once more. “Stone from this area has been shipped to most of the 
known lands.” 


“Tt is impressive,” Arconn said. “I never thought a dwarf city could look so 
vibrant and alive.” 


“Wait until you see the underground parts of the city,” said Thrang with a 
smile. 


When they reached the city gate, the guards greeted Thrang as an old friend 
and let the company pass without hesitation. It didn’t take long for news of the 
company’s arrival to spread through the city, and they were soon being followed 
by dozens of young dwarfs who were all calling Thrang’s name. 


“T have a bit of a reputation here,” said Thrang with a grin. He reached into 
his pocket and took out a handful of silver coins, which he tossed over his 


shoulder to the youngsters following them. “I always toss a few coins to them, 
and I always have good luck,” he explained. 


“A custom?” Arconn questioned, looking back as the young dwarfs rushed in 
to gather up the coins. 


“Tt is for my family,” said Thrang. “My great-grandfather started the practice, 
and now, whenever anyone from my family returns here, we carry it on as a 
tradition.” 


Thrang looked like he was going to say more, but at that moment, a crowd of 
happy dwarfs shouted greetings to him from the street. Thrang called back, 
waving to them, and Alex could see that Thrang was glad to be home once more. 


They followed the main road through the city, but as they went, the crowd 
around them grew, and soon they could hardly move at all. Alex wondered if 
Thrang always had this kind of reception when he came to the city, but decided it 
might not be a good question to ask. Instead, he rode slowly behind Thrang, 
smiling at the dwarfs who were so happy to see Thrang and his company. 


It took some time, but they were finally able to move away from the crowds 
and turn off the main road onto one of the many side streets leading toward the 
mountains. After a short time, Thrang stopped in front of a fine-looking house 
built right up against the mountainside. There was a high wall around the house, 
and the gate was closed. Thrang climbed off his horse and banged loudly on the 
solid wooden gate. 


“Cousin Thrang!” the young dwarf who opened the gate exclaimed in 
surprise. “We didn’t know you were coming. I would have had the gate open for 
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you. 

“I didn’t have time to send word,” said Thrang, smiling at his young cousin 
and motioning for the others to follow him through the gate. 

“Thorson will be happy to see you,” the dwarf went on, apparently unaware 
of the rest of the company. “He was saying just the other day that he should write 
and invite you to come and stay for awhile.” 

“I hope there’s room for my friends as well,” said Thrang, turning to gesture 
at the others. 

“Always room for your friends,” the dwarf answered, also turning to look. At 
the sight of the group of adventurers, his eyes grew wide and his mouth dropped 
open. Alex thought that the dwarf might have lost the ability to speak. 

“I didn’t know you were on an adventure,” the dwarf managed to say after 


several seconds. “Forgive me, cousin, I shouldn’t keep you and your friends 
waiting here in the courtyard.” 


“No harm done,” Thrang said with a laugh. “And as you are here, you might 
as well meet everyone. Everyone, this is my cousin Dain. Dain wants to follow 
in my footsteps and become an adventurer, but he’s not yet come of age.” 


Dain bowed to the company, blushing slightly as he rose. Thrang introduced 
each member of the company in turn, saving Alex for last. 


“Alexander Taylor?” Dain repeated. “The wizard who defeated Slathbog?” 

“The very same,” said Thrang, smiling and winking at Alex. “And he’s done 
a great deal more than that as well.” 

“A great honor, sir,” said Dain, bowing to Alex. 

“The honor is mine,” said Alex, returning the bow and Thrang’s wink. 

“TIl take your horses to the stables for you,” Dain said to Thrang. 

“And who will tell Thorson we’ve arrived?” Thrang questioned. 

“Well, I...” Dain began, then trailed off. 


“Go on, then.” Thrang laughed. “Take the horses for us, and Pl let my 
brother know we are here.” 

Dain took the reins of their horses and started off across the courtyard. 

Thrang motioned for the company to follow him in the opposite direction. 
Alex could see that the house was large on the outside, and he guessed that a 
great deal more of it was either underground or inside the mountain, which was 
close to the back of the house. 

Thrang seemed to know exactly where his brother would be at this time of 
day. He led them through a small part of the house and out into a large, walled- 
off garden. Several dwarfs were sitting at a stone table near a fountain, talking 
loudly. 

“I don’t care if he is of age. He’ll have to wait until arrangements can be 
made for his trip to an oracle,” said a dwarf who looked a great deal like Thrang. 

“He doesn’t want to wait, cousin,” a second dwarf said. “He says he’s of age 
and will do as he likes.” 

“Then he can go by himself and without my help,” the first dwarf answered. 
“Tell him to be here this evening and Pl tell him so myself.” 

“Who wants to go to an oracle?” Thrang asked loudly. 

“What’s that?” said the first dwarf, turning to see who had spoken. “Thrang, 


you old rascal, when did you get here?” 


“Just now,” said Thrang, moving forward and embracing his brother. “Dain 
met us at the gate and has taken our horses to the stables. We haven’t come at a 
bad time, have we, Thorson?” 


“Ah, a company,” said Thorson in delight. “You should have sent word; I’d 
have had a feast prepared.” 


“The feast can wait,” said Thrang with a laugh. “Do you have room for the 
seven of us to stay? We’ll be in the city for a week or two.” 


“You know I have room,” said Thorson. “And if you’re staying for at least a 
week, there will be time for several feasts.” 


“You are most kind,” said Thrang. “Let me introduce my friends to you.” 


Thrang introduced the company to his brother and to the other dwarfs in the 
garden, once again saving Alex for last. Thorson was happy to meet them all, 
and the dwarfs all smiled and bowed as they were introduced. Alex tried to 
remember all of their names, but Thrang’s relatives looked so much alike it was 
hard to keep the names and faces straight. 


Thorson gestured to the table by the fountain. “Please, make yourselves at 
home. Pll have the midday meal brought out here as well as have rooms 
prepared for all of you.” Thorson quickly turned to one of his cousins and rattled 
off some instructions. Alex thought the cousin’s name was Bulbur, but he wasn’t 
completely sure. 


“Now then,” said Thrang, walking over to the table. “Who is it that wants to 
run off and see an oracle?” 


“Your nephew, Fivra,’ Thorson answered, shaking his head. “Just came of 
age last month, and already he wants to run off and find an oracle.” 


“That’s natural enough,” Thrang said, taking a seat. The rest of the company 
joined him around the table. 


“So it would seem, but he doesn’t want to go and see just any oracle. He 
wants to go to Vargland and see the Oracle of the White Tower,” said Thorson, 
joining Thrang at the table. “Halfdan’s trading company will be going that way, 
and he’s already agreed to take several young dwarfs with him.” 


“For a price,” said Thrang, nodding. 


“One hundred gold coins each,” Thorson said. “I told Fivra if he would save 
half the money, I’d give him the other half, but I don’t think he has two coins to 
rub together.” 


“But he still wants to go, and he still wants you to pay for it,” said Thrang, 
nodding once more. 

“He says he’ll go if I pay or not,” said Thorson in a slightly worried tone. 
“Has his mind made up, and you know how stubborn he is.” 

“Even if he gets to Vargland, there’s no promise the oracle will talk to him,” 
said Thrang, glancing quickly at Alex. 

“No, there’s not,” said Thorson. “But I refuse to pay the entire price, and now 
he’s off sulking about it somewhere.” 

“He always was a bit of a sulker,” Thrang said. 

“And he’s never been any good with money,” Thorson added. “He’s got it in 
his mind that he’ll be an adventurer, like you and Halfdan. Seems to think 
adventures are an easy way to get rich quick.” 

“T’ve told him a hundred times that being an adventurer is hard work,” said 
Thrang, shaking his head. “Even if he goes to Vargland, and even if the oracle 
speaks to him, odds are he won’t be chosen as an adventurer.” 

“T know,” said Thorson, shaking his head as well. “I’ve tried to explain it to 
him, but he won’t listen. Now, with you and your friends here, I know he’ll be 
more determined than ever to go.” 

“Perhaps we could talk to him,” offered Arconn. “We could tell him how hard 
adventures can be.” 

“A kind gesture,” said Thrang, smiling at Arconn. “It might not hurt, but I 
hate to bring you all into family matters.” 

“It is the least we can do,” said Nellus. 

“But he mustn’t think we put you up to it,” Thorson warned. “If the subject 
comes up naturally, fine, but don’t bring it up.” 

They all agreed, and Thorson thanked each of them individually. Just then, 
the midday meal arrived, and they were soon eating and talking about other 
things. 

“So, an adventure in Thraxon,” Thorson said, glancing at Thrang. “Can you 
tell me anything about it?” 

“You know I can’t,” said Thrang with half a smile. “But there is something 
you can help us with.” 

“Anything, anything at all,” said Thorson. 

“My friend, Alex, is carrying a lost bag. We need to find the heir and arrange 


for the bag’s return.” 

“Do you know the heir’s name?” Thorson asked Alex. 

“Haymar Glynn,” said Alex, pushing his plate away and leaning back in his 
chair. “The bag maker in Telous gave me the name.” 

“Haymar Glynn,” Thorson repeated. “Yes, I think I know him. Nice fellow. 
Pll send word this afternoon that you wish to speak with him.” 

“Excellent,” said Thrang. “With any luck, we can take care of this task and be 
on our way. Oh, yes, I should ask one other thing.” 

“Just the one?” said Thorson with a laugh. 

“We need information about the Lost Mountains,” said Thrang. “Anything 
will be helpful, but we don’t want every dwarf in the city knowing that we’re 
going there.” 

“Yes, of course,” said Thorson, looking more serious. “P1 see what I can find 
out. Make it sound like business of my own, if that’s all right.” 

“That would be wonderful,” said Thrang. 

Later that afternoon, Alex was sitting in the garden talking with Kat and 
Arconn when Thrang and Thorson came looking for him. 

“We’ve run into a bit of a problem,” said Thrang, a troubled look on his face. 
“Tt seems there is some dispute about the bag you want to return to Haymar 
Glynn.” 

“What kind of dispute?” Alex questioned. 

“Haymar’s half brother, Halbrek, is disputing Haymar’s claim as heir,” said 
Thorson. “He claims that their father was going to change his will and name him 
heir to his bag, but he died before he had the chance.” 

“The bag maker gave me Haymar’s name,” said Alex. “As far as I know, 
Haymar is the heir and should receive the bag. If his half-brother wants to make 
a Claim, he’ll have to do it some other way.” 

“Its not as simple as that,” said Thrang as he took a seat. “Halbrek has made 
a public claim, and now the claim has to be settled before you can return the bag. 
It’s a very old dwarf law, and I don’t think anyone has tried to enforce it for 
several hundred years.” 

“Who decides the dispute?” Alex asked, looking from Thrang to Thorson. 

“Well, there are two ways,” Thrang began. “The king can hear both sides of 
the story and then make a ruling, but that might take months, or even years.” 


“And there’s no way to know if the king will choose the true heir or not,” 
Thorson added. “There is always a chance he might make a mistake.” 


“Or that he or one of the officials hearing the claims will accept a bribe,” said 
Thrang in a troubled voice. 


“And the second way?” Alex questioned, afraid that he already knew the 
answer. 


“As a wizard, and the bag holder, you can decide who the true heir is,” said 
Thorson, smiling weakly. 


“How would I do that?” Alex asked. 


“The ceremony to return the bag would be much the same as you’ve done 
before,” said Thrang quickly. “However, in this case, both Haymar and Halbrek 
would come forward to claim the bag. The simplest way would be to have them 
both tell you the passwords to the bag, and if they’re different, the one with the 
correct passwords would be the true heir.” 

“And if they both know the correct passwords?” Alex questioned, feeling that 
he’d rather have the king resolve the dispute. 

“Then you’!l have to come up with your own test,” Thorson answered. 

“Oh,” said Alex, looking down at the ground. “What kind of test could I 
use?” 

Thrang shrugged. “This law is very old, and there have been only a few cases 
like this in our history. Perhaps there is some magical way to find out who the 
owner of the bag wanted to be his heir.” 

“There might be,” said Alex, not looking up. “Or I could use magic to force 
both Haymar and Halbrek to tell the truth. But, of course, if they both believe 
what they’re saying is the truth, that magic is useless.” 

“Tt will be a difficult task, that is for sure,” Thorson agreed. “However, both 
Haymar and Halbrek have asked to speak with you. Perhaps you can find the 
truth some other way.” 

“Did they both want to talk to me at the same time?” Alex asked. 

“No, they each requested to speak to you alone,” said Thorson. “No doubt 
they each want to press their own case with you, hoping that you will decide in 
their favor.” 

“When do they want to see me?” Alex asked, feeling a weight settle in his 
stomach. 


“Haymar said he will come whenever you ask him to,” said Thorson. 
“Halbrek insisted on seeing you only after you have spoken to Haymar.” 


“Very well,” Alex agreed reluctantly. “Ask Haymar to come tonight, and 
Halbrek can come tomorrow morning. I will listen to what they both have to say 
and see if I can find a solution to their dispute.” 


“Tt will be as you request,” said Thorson with a bow. 


“There must be some way to find out who’s telling the truth,” said Thrang 
after Thorson had gone. 


“They both must believe what they’re saying is true or else they wouldn’t 
have invoked the ancient dwarf law,” Kat pointed out. 


“That’s true,” Thrang agreed. “But even if they both believe in their claims, 
they are taking a huge risk. The one you decide against will lose a great deal of 
honor.” 

“Yet Haymar’s claim is already the stronger,” said Alex thoughtfully. “His 
name was given as the heir.” 

“What appears to be true is not always true,” Arconn said in a thoughtful 
tone. 

Alex nodded but didn’t say anything more. He wasn’t happy about the turn of 
events. He thought that returning the lost bag would be a simple task and a 
happy event. Now he feared that returning the lost bag might tear a family apart. 
He wondered if perhaps he should refuse both Haymar and Halbrek, at least until 
they agreed on who the true heir should be. 

Alex had little time to think about what he should do, because Thorson 
arranged for Haymar to arrive less than an hour later. Alex remained in the 
garden alone, waiting for Haymar and thinking over his options. 

As the sun was going down, Haymar Glynn walked into the garden. He 
looked nervous. Alex was sitting by the fountain, watching as the dwarf 
approached. 

“Master Taylor?” Haymar questioned, a look of surprise on his face. 

“Yes,” said Alex, trying to look wise. 

“Pm sorry. I. . . I thought you would be older,” said Haymar, bowing. “Of 
course, I’ve heard the stories, but 
still...” 

“I seem young to be a wizard,” Alex finished for him. 

“I mean no offense,” said Haymar, bowing once again. “It is not my place to 


judge wizards or their ways.” 


“But it seems that it is my place to judge you and your half-brother,” said 
Alex. 


“T am sorry for that,” said Haymar. “I’ve tried to talk to Halbrek, but he won’t 
listen to me. I’ve offered him an equal share of anything the bag holds, but he 
won’t accept. He insists that he is the rightful heir of the bag and that the honor 
of receiving it should be his.” 


“And you are not willing to give up that honor,” said Alex, looking closely at 
Haymar. 


“T would give up everything in the bag, but not the honor of being the heir,” 
said Haymar. 


“Ts this honor more important to you than your family?” 


“Halbrek is my half-brother, but we’ve never been close. I am my father’s 
first son by his first wife, heir to his fortune and titles. Halbrek is my father’s 
first son by his second wife, and he is unwilling to accept that he can never be 
the true heir.” 


“A difficult problem,” Alex commented. 


“Tt has been, yes. I’ve tried to be understanding, but Halbrek doesn’t want 
understanding; he wants to be heir.” 


“So you don’t believe your father ever said anything about making Halbrek 
his heir?” 

“My father was old when he went on his last adventure,” said Haymar. “Old 
and tired and he shouldn’t have gone, but he did. He told me he was going to 
give any treasure he found on his last adventure to Halbrek. It was his way of 
making up for the fact that Halbrek could never be his heir, I think.” 


Alex thought about Haymar’s words for several minutes before speaking 
again. Everything Haymar said made sense to Alex, but then it should. Haymar 
had probably known about his father’s death for some time, and he would have 
made up a convincing story to explain Halbrek’s claim. 


“You have answered all of my questions without really answering them,” 
Alex said, watching Haymar’s every move. 


“Yes, I suppose I have,” said Haymar. “I have tried to explain things that may 
not have needed explaining. I will say this: My family is more important to me 
than any honor or riches, but giving up the honor of receiving my father’s bag 
would, I think, do more to harm my family than not giving it up. I do not believe 


my father ever told Halbrek that he would be the heir of the bag, but I do believe 
that Halbrek believes that such a promise was made.” 


“Why do you think giving up your claim on the bag would harm your 
family?” Alex asked, surprised by Haymar’s words. 


“If Halbrek is given the honor of receiving the lost bag, he will use that status 
to make other claims,” said Haymar in a sad tone. “I fear Halbrek would try to 
take everything my father left to me and my brothers, and that I cannot allow.” 


“Very well,” said Alex, looking Haymar in the eye. “I have heard your side of 
things. Tomorrow I will hear what Halbrek has to say. Once I’ve heard both 
sides, I will try to make a fair decision.” 


“You are most kind,” said Haymar, bowing to Alex. 


“One more thing,” said Alex as Haymar turned to leave. “Is there any chance 
that Halbrek knows the passwords to the bag?” 


“There is always a chance,” said Haymar. “As I told you, my father was 
getting old. He may have told Halbrek the passwords, but I don’t believe he did.” 


“And I suppose you’d rather not tell me the passwords until I’m ready to 
return the bag,” said Alex with a smile. 


“T would trust you with the passwords if you asked me for them,” said 
Haymar sincerely. “Are you asking me to give them to you now?” 


“T am not,” said Alex, bowing slightly. “I will talk with Halbrek and then let 
you both know what my decision is in a day or two.” 


“As you wish,” said Haymar, bowing once more before he left. 


Alex remained alone in the garden for some time, considering what Haymar 
had told him. He thought Haymar was telling the truth, but there was no way he 
could be completely sure. He wondered if he should have asked Kat to join him 
when he talked to Haymar, but he knew that wouldn’t have been right. Kat was 
not a wizard, and she could not make this decision for him, even if she wanted 
to. 

“Did your meeting with Haymar go well?” Thrang asked when Alex finally 
returned to the main house. 

“As well as possible. I’m not at all sure that I should be the one to settle this 
question. No matter what I decide, either Haymar or Halbrek will be unhappy, 
and they may continue to contest who the true heir is.” 

“No, they wouldn’t do that,” said Thrang, his expression serious. “They have 
both accepted you as the judge in this matter, so they will both have to live with 


your decision. The law is very clear on that point. They will not be able to 
complain about the decision or contest it at all.” 

“Making the correct decision will be hard,” said Alex with a sigh. 

“You’ll do what’s right,” said Thrang confidently. “I’m sure you’ll be able to 
decide who the true heir is.” 

Alex smiled at Thrang and nodded. 

The next morning Alex was back in the garden, waiting for Halbrek to arrive. 
He wondered what Halbrek would have to say, and why he had insisted on 
coming after Haymar. Alex thought that if he were in the same situation, he 
would want to talk to the person deciding things first. Halbrek arrived slightly 
late and was led into the garden by Thrang’s cousin Dain. 

“Master Halbrek Glynn, Master Alexander Taylor,” said Dain, bowing to 
Alex and Halbrek. 

“A great pleasure,” Halbrek said, stepping forward and extending his hand. 

Alex shook Halbrek’s hand but said nothing, waiting for Halbrek to begin 
after Dain left. 

“T suppose Haymar has told you all about me,” said Halbrek, stepping back. 
“T can always count on him to tell people how terrible I’ve been to him.” 

“The topic did not come up,” said Alex. 

“I suppose there is a first time for everything,” said Halbrek, looking 
surprised. “He probably thought it would be a mistake to tell his stories to you. 
After all, you’re a wizard and can see through such falsehoods easily.” 

“At times I can,” said Alex, watching Halbrek. 

“Yes, of course,” Halbrek said, not meeting Alex’s eyes. “So, to the matter at 
hand.” 

“As you wish,” said Alex, motioning for Halbrek to take a seat. 

“I’m sure Haymar told you how he’s the oldest son of our father’s first wife,” 
said Halbrek. “How only the oldest son can be the true heir and all of that 
nonsense.” 

“We did go over that,” said Alex, taking the seat opposite Halbrek. “Though I 
know adventurers can name anyone they wish as the heir to their bag.” 

“Yes, that’s true,” said Halbrek with a smile. “Haymar doesn’t believe that, of 
course, but as you say, adventurers can name anyone they want to. My father 
named me his heir, and so I must insist that the bag be returned to me.” 


“But your father did not name you as his heir,” corrected Alex. “The bag 
maker in Telous listed Haymar’s name. Your father might have told you he was 
going to change this, but he never did.” 


“He may not have had time,” said Halbrek quickly. “He told me before he left 
on his last adventure that I would be his heir once he returned home.” 


“Though he never returned home, did he?” Alex said thoughtfully. 


Alex’s thoughts turned to Hathnord, the owner of the bag and the father of 
both Haymar and Halbrek. Haymar had said little about his father, though he had 
shown concern regarding his father’s health and age. Halbrek didn’t seem 
concerned about his father at all, only about the magic bag and his own claim as 
Hathnord’s heir. Alex thought it was an important point, and one that made him 
favor Haymar’s claim even more. 

“No, he did not, and it appears that he never bothered to change the named 
heir of the bag with the bag maker,” Halbrek went on, not noticing the tone in 
Alex’s voice. “Still, my claim is just, and I’m willing to pay for my rights.” 

“Pay?” Alex questioned. 

“Of course,” said Halbrek. “What’s in the bag is nothing compared to the 
honor of being named the heir. I’m sure Haymar made you a generous offer to 
return the bag to him, but whatever he’s offering you, Pl give you more.” 
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“The subject of reward for the bag’s return is part of the returning ceremony,” 
said Alex flatly. “Haymar and I did not discuss it at all.” 


“No, of course not,” said Halbrek, a twisted smile on his face. “And I’m sure 
that we won’t discuss it either. Though I might suggest something along the lines 
of one-half of all the bag contains.” 


“As I said, such things should not be discussed now,” said Alex. 


The more Halbrek talked, the more Alex disliked him. And after this 
conversation, he was sure that Haymar was the true heir. 


“Yes, of course,” said Halbrek with a wink. 


“I suppose you know the passwords to your father’s bag?” Alex asked, 
getting to his feet. He tried not to let his feelings of anger show. 

“Pm sure I will when the time comes,” answered Halbrek, winking at Alex 
again. “As long as Haymar goes first, I’m sure there won’t be any trouble with 
passwords.” 

“T’m sure there won’t,” said Alex coldly. 


“Well then, if we understand each other, I?ll be on my way,” said Halbrek 
happily. 

“T understand you perfectly,” said Alex, fighting to control the rage building 
up inside of him. 

Halbrek stood and held out his hand again for Alex to shake, but Alex turned 
away, walking toward the fountain. 


“T will send word about the ceremony,” said Alex over his shoulder, not 
wanting to look at Halbrek. He was afraid his feelings would make him do 
something terrible to the lying dwarf. 


“Yes, of course,” said Halbrek, and he quickly departed. 


Alex stared into the fountain for several minutes trying to control his 
emotions. Halbrek had no claim at all; he only wanted to steal Haymar’s honor 
and whatever treasure he could. Worse than that, he thought he could bribe Alex 
into helping him, and that was a dishonor Alex would never allow. For a moment 
Alex considered changing Halbrek into something terrible as punishment for his 
attempted bribe, but then decided that exposing Halbrek for what he was would 
be a more suitable punishment. 


“So, you’ve spoken to both of them now. What do you think?” Thrang asked 
when Alex returned to the house for the midday meal. 


“I know who the true heir is,” said Alex without explaining. “How soon can 
the ceremony be arranged? I’d like to announce my decision and return the bag 
at the same time.” 


“TIl have to talk to Haymar and Halbrek to see how soon they can be ready,” 
said Thorson. “Though I doubt the two of them will agree to the decision of who 
the true heir is and the ceremony of the bag’s return at the same time.” 


“Tell them that is the only way the bag will be returned,” said Alex with a 
smile. “They should both be there for the decision as well as to witness the bag’s 
return to the true heir.” 


“Tt will be as you wish,” said Thorson with an understanding smile. 


As it worked out, it took two days to prepare for the ceremony. Haymar and 
Halbrek argued about how many people should attend the ceremony and who 
those people should be. Then they argued about where the ceremony should take 
place and even what time of day it should begin. In the end, Thorson made most 
of the arrangements and decided most of the questions about who should be 
there. The only two things Alex insisted on were that some of the guests in 


attendance not be related to either Haymar or Halbrek, and that all of his 
companions be included as guests. He also suggested that Thrang’s nephew, 
Fivra, should be there. 


“Tt might enlighten him a little,” said Alex. “After all, a lost bag means a lost 
adventurer, something I’m sure Fivra has not considered in his thinking.” 


“Ah, yes,” said Thrang with a nod. “A cunning plan to show him the hard 
facts about adventures without saying anything. Very good, Alex, very good.” 


As they waited for the ceremony to begin, all of Alex’s companions seemed 
to be getting nervous. They were interested to know what decision he had made, 
but Alex wouldn’t tell them. He thought it best not to say anything until the day 
of the ceremony, mostly because he wanted to see how Haymar and Halbrek 
would act between now and then. 

“Halbrek seems confident,” Thorson observed as Alex and his friends made 
their way into the feasting hall on the day of the ceremony. “There are some 
rumors in the city that he will be named the true heir.” 

“Rumors that Halbrek started, no doubt,” said Thrang, looking unhappy. 

“Loose talk seldom holds truth,” Arconn said, taking a seat next to Alex. 

“You have discovered who the true heir is, haven’t you?” Thrain questioned 
in a worried tone. 

“Yes, I have,” said Alex with a slight smile. 

Once all the guests had arrived, Thorson stood up to address the crowd. Since 
Thorson had made most of the arrangements, he had been chosen to supervise 
both the decision about who the true heir was and the ceremony of returning the 
lost bag. 

After several minutes of greetings and a quick explanation of the events for 
those dwarfs who didn’t already know what was going on, Thorson introduced 
Thrang and his company, and then he called both Haymar and Halbrek forward. 

“Master Taylor, if you will,” said Thorson, bowing to Alex. 

“T’ve been asked to judge who the true heir of Hathnord is,” Alex began, 
standing between Haymar and Halbrek. “It was not a simple task, but I know 
who the true heir is, and who I will be returning the lost bag of Hathnord to.” 

Alex paused for a moment to look at both Haymar and Halbrek. Haymar 
looked a little nervous but stood firmly in his place. Halbrek looked pleased with 
himself and was bouncing up and down on the balls of his feet. 

“The true heir of Hathnord is Haymar Glynn,” said Alex in a loud, clear 


voice. “His claim on the bag is recognized, and I offer to return his father’s lost 
bag to him.” 


“No!” cried Halbrek, his smile gone and his face growing red with anger. “We 
had an agreement. You were supposed to name me the rightful heir.” 


“You had an agreement,” Alex corrected. “I agreed to nothing. You admitted 
to me that you did not know the passwords to your father’s bag. Worse, you tried 
to bribe me into naming you as Hathnord’s heir.” 

“T never said I didn’t know the passwords,” said Halbrek angrily. “And I 
would never think of offering a bribe for something that is rightfully mine.” 

“T was asked to decide who this bag belongs to, and I have,” said Alex firmly. 
“If you know the passwords as you claim you do, tell me now.” 


“T... well... we agreed that...” Halbrek stuttered. 


“You are a fool, Halbrek Glynn,” said Alex coldly. “You have tried to cheat 
your brother out of his rights and honors, and worse, you have tried to bribe a 
wizard. Admit what you have done, or spend the rest of your life trying to hide 
it.” 

“There’s nothing to admit,” Halbrek shouted. “You’ve made a mistake, but I 
suppose there is nothing I can do about that. Serves me right for putting my faith 
in such a young wizard, but what’s done is done.” 

“Halbrek, please, tell the truth,” said Haymar, a look of concern on his face. 

“You should talk about truth,” Halbrek spat back. “It’s obvious to me that 
you’re the one who’s done the bribing around here. You’ve cheated me out of 
my inheritance, just as you’ve tried to cheat me out of everything else.” 

“You cheat yourself,” said Alex calmly. “You will take back what you’ve said 
about bribes, or I might take offense.” 

“Take what offense you like,” Halbrek sneered. “You’ve taken my honor this 
day, so offending you is of little concern to me.” 

“Forgive him, Master Taylor,” Haymar pleaded. “He doesn’t know what he’s 
saying.” 

“Because of the day and because Haymar asks it, I will take no action against 
Halbrek for his insults,” said Alex, fixing Halbrek with a glare. “However, if you 
ever even suggest that I would accept a bribe again, I will track you down and 
claim my revenge on you. And I promise you, Halbrek Glynn, that my revenge 
will be far worse than the loss of honor you’ve suffered this day.” 

Halbrek paled. He seemed to be frozen in place. Once Alex had finished 


speaking, Halbrek tried to say something, but no words came out of his mouth. 
His face twisted with rage and fear. 


“Go now,” Alex commanded. “You have no place among these honorable 
people.” 

Halbrek turned and rushed out of the room. Alex and Haymar watched him 
go, as did everyone else in the hall. The guests looked stunned and surprised, 
and everything was quiet until Thorson spoke once more. 


“Well, let the ceremony of returning the lost bag begin,” said Thorson 
nervously. 


With Thorson’s words, the tension was broken and the dwarfs in the hall 
began to whisper. Thorson moved to where Alex and Haymar were still standing, 
and, speaking over the whispers, he started the ceremony. 


Haymar managed a weak smile and offered Alex one-half of all that the bag 
contained. Alex thought Haymar was being overly generous and in the end 
accepted only one-third of the treasure in Hathnord’s bag. He would have asked 
for less, but he knew only too well that asking for too little would be an insult to 
Haymar. 


With the bag returned to the rightful heir, the feast began and the noise in the 
room increased. Alex returned to his seat next to his friends. Thrang was upset 
about Halbrek’s outburst and his insults to Alex, and he insisted that Halbrek be 
punished in some way. 


“T think he will be punished enough,” said Alex. “Everyone here knows what 
he has done, and the news will spread through Kazad-Syn quickly.” 


“Still, he has insulted you,” said Thrang. “Something more than public shame 
is called for.” 


“He will make his own punishment,” said Alex. “Everyone in the city will 
know what he’s done, though I think he will continue to deny it. Yet, the more he 
denies the truth, the easier it will be for others to see what he truly is.” 


Thrang didn’t respond but it was clear that he thought some other punishment 
should be given to Halbrek. The feast, however, was very good, and soon the 
conversation turned from punishment to more pleasant topics. 


It took several days for Alex’s payment to be arranged; Hathnord had been on 
many adventures and had collected a huge amount of treasure. Alex didn’t mind 
waiting because Kazad-Syn was a wonderful city to be in, and he spent his days 
meeting people and wandering the streets. Thorson took great pleasure in 


introducing Alex and his companions to all of his friends, and every night there 
was another feast to attend. It seemed that after the return of the lost adventurer’s 
bag most of the city knew who Alex was, and all of them greeted him wherever 
he went. 


After a few days, Thrang began talking about leaving Kazad-Syn to continue 
their quest, but Alex reminded him that they still needed a place to sort and 
divide the treasure they had collected on the Isle of Bones. Thrang asked 
Thorson if he had a place large enough to put the treasure. 


“We won’t be in the city long enough to sort and divide it all,” Thrang told 
Thorson. “Still, it would be good to make a start.” 


“You can use the lower chambers,” said Thorson. “They have been empty for 
some time. And, if you like, you can leave the treasure here, and Pll have some 
of our cousins do the sorting for you.” 


“That would save time,” said Thrang. “If the rest of the company agrees, 
we'll leave the treasure here to be sorted and divided.” 


That night at dinner Thrang asked the rest of the company what they thought 
about his plan, and they were all in favor of leaving the treasure with Thorson. 
Thrang was pleased by their willingness to trust his family with so much 
treasure, and he accepted Thorson’s offer at once. Thorson thanked them all for 
their trust, rising from his seat and bowing several times to the company. 

“Well, with that settled, I have some other news for you,” said Thorson, his 
smile changing to a serious look as he returned to his chair. “I’ve learned a few 
things about the Lost Mountains, though I’m not too happy about what I’ve 
found.” 

“Trouble?” Thrang questioned quickly. 

“Possibly,” said Thorson. “You should know that there are a few dwarf 
villages in the mountains, mostly on the western edges. There might even be a 
few cities, but I can’t confirm that. The dwarfs who live in the Lost Mountains 
seem to be prosperous, though they try to hide that fact as much as possible.” 

“Don’t want thousands of dwarfs rushing in on them, most likely,” said 
Thrang. 

“True, that would explain their secrecy,” Thorson allowed. “Still, there are 
rumors of trouble. Nothing solid, of course—just rumors.” 

“What kind of trouble?” Arconn asked, leaning back in his chair. 

“Rumors about an ancient evil reborn,” said Thorson as he nervously looked 


around at his guests. “An evil that is killing people, and the dwarfs in the 
villages seem unable to stop it.” 

“An ancient evil?” Alex prompted, seeing Thorson’s hesitation. 

“The stories say there are packs of wolflike creatures in the area,” said 
Thorson, glancing quickly at Thrang. “Vicious creatures that show no fear.” 

“Wolflike creatures,” Thrang repeated, stroking his beard. “Are you saying 
what I think you’re saying?” 

“The rumors—and mind you, these are just rumors—sound like . . . Well, 
they sound like the hellerash,” said Thorson, his eyes dropping to his plate. 

Alex quickly glanced around the table at his friends, but it was obvious that 
none of them had the slightest idea what a hellerash was either. Whatever they 
were, both Thorson and Thrang were afraid of them. 

“Tt can’t be,” said Thrang, a stunned expression on his face. “There hasn’t 
been a hellerash seen in almost a thousand years.” 

“Well, they are only rumors,” said Thorson hopefully. “I’ve had a hard time 
getting any information about the Lost Mountains, and it’s possible this rumor 
was started by the dwarfs of the area to keep others away.” 

“Yes, that must be what it is,” said Thrang, looking only slightly happier. 

“What in the world is a hellerash?” Nellus asked, voicing the question they all 
wanted answered. 

“The hellerash were vicious creatures, like giant wolves,” said Thrang slowly. 
“They killed just for the sake of killing, and they almost always traveled in 
packs.” 

“The dwarfs used to hunt them down and kill them,” Thorson added. “They 
were dangerous and clever creatures, so never fewer than thirty dwarfs would go 
in a hunting party.” 

“But the last hellerash was killed almost a thousand years ago,” said Thrang, 
more to himself than the others. 

“Then perhaps this is just a rumor,” said Barnabus. 

“Tt must be,” said Thrang, shaking off the fearful look that had been on his 
face. “These rumors must be false, but we will stay alert along the road, just in 
case.” 

“A wise plan, considering what happened the last time we heard rumors of 
trouble,” Arconn said. 


Chapter Sixteen 


The Hellerash 


The days before Alex and his friends left the city were spent depositing the 
treasure from the Isle of Bones in the lower chambers of Thorson’s home and 
sorting as much of it as they could. Thorson was amazed by the amount of 
treasure they had, and he worried that the lower chambers would not be large 
enough to hold it all. 


“Well, brother, I can see you’re far richer than you’ve let any of us know,” 
said Thorson, smiling at Thrang. 


“T’ve had a great deal of luck,” said Thrang. “Been on some good adventures 
with good people, and Master Taylor here has added a great deal to my wealth.” 


“Never hurts to have a wizard along on an adventure.” Thorson laughed. 
“That’s what our grandfather always said, and I can see he was right.” 


“Tt may not hurt to have a wizard, but it’s better to go with good people,” said 
Alex. “I’d remind Thrang on our first adventure together that I was not a wizard, 
and yet we managed to collect a fair amount of treasure on that trip.” 


“Perhaps not a wizard in name,” said Thrang with a sly smile. “Still, you’re 
correct in saying that it’s better to go with good people.” 


With their treasure safely stored, Thrang was ready for the company to move 
on. Thorson seemed a little worried about the time of year, reminding Thrang 
that winter was coming. 


“We should have a month or so of fair weather before winter arrives,” said 
Thrang thoughtfully. “Plus we’ll be moving south, so winter won’t catch up to us 
too quickly.” 

“And with luck, you’ll reach a village in the Lost Mountains before snow 
comes,” Thorson added. “Still, I wouldn’t mind having you all spend the winter 
here.” 


“But you might mind before spring came again.” Thrang laughed. “No, we’ ll 
move on in the morning, and return quickly after we find success.” 


That night’s feast was a grand one, even compared to all the feasts they’d 
already been to. Alex suspected Thorson had been preparing it for several days, 
and the preparation showed. Most of Thrang’s family was there, along with 
several other important dwarfs from the city. All of them wished the company 


good luck and a quick return to Kazad-Syn, once they’d completed their quest. 
The party went late, and would have gone on all night if Thrang had not put an 
end to it. 


“We’ve a long road ahead of us still, and if we sit here much longer we won’t 
be away before midday,” Thrang said. “I’ll thank you all for my companions and 
myself, and wish you each a pleasant good night.” 


It still took some time for Alex and his companions to make their way back to 
their rooms. Alex was sad to be leaving Kazad-Syn, but at the same time, he was 
happy to be moving on. They still had a long way to go on their adventure, and 
unless he was mistaken, there would be time for dinner parties when they 
returned from their journey. 


Alex was preparing to climb into his bed when a small popping noise and a 
loud ding announced the arrival of a geeb. He was only slightly surprised to find 
that the geeb had a message from Whalen; he’d been expecting and hoping for 
one for quite some time. 


Dear Alex, 


I apologize for the delay in getting back to you, but I’ve been busy with 
several other matters. I would point out that you havent been sending 
nearly as many messages as you should, but as I haven’t been sending any 
at all, let’s start over and this time I promise to keep up with you. 


Looking back over your messages, I see you’ve met Bane. He’s an 
interesting fellow with an even more interesting story. I’m happy to hear 
that the two of you have become friends; I’d hate to have to clean up the 
mess if the two of you were enemies. I’d like to talk about Bane and his 
suspicions of a conspiracy in the known lands the next time we meet. 


Nice work with the Nagas. I’ve run into a few of them in my travels and I 
know how quickly they can move and how deadly they are. It’s lucky you 
have some good people around you. 


Now, on to more important things. The dragon on the Isle of Bones is of 
great interest, both to myself, and the council. It is a pity that you had to 


hide the island from everyone, though I suppose the dragon asked for that, 
and I cant say that I blame him. And you’re a dragon lord now, which is 
something very special. There hasn’t been a true dragon lord for at least 
two thousand years, and even I dont know all the details of the title. The 
council is hoping you will come to our next meeting. The date and location 
arent set yet because we don’t know when everyone will be available to 
attend. 


Keep me posted on what’s happening, and Pll try harder to write to you on 
a regular basis. I’m sorry to say I don’t know why you are having reckless 
feelings. Perhaps it is your age. As long as you are able to control the urge 
to be reckless, I wouldn't worry. I’ll remind you again, though, as I’ve done 
so often in the past, don’t let your anger get the best of you. Never act out of 
rage alone as something really terrible might happen. Enough said. 


Yours in fellowship, 
Whalen 


P.S. If you want to know more about your family, I would suggest you talk to 
Mr. Clutter. He should have the records on your father, and he might know 
something of your mother as well. 


Alex read the letter twice then smiled and put it in his bag. It seemed like it 
had been a long time since he’d heard from Whalen. He knew he hadn’t been 
sending as many messages as he should have, and he promised himself that he 
would make time to send at least one message every two or three weeks from 
now on. 


Alex was surprised by the council of wizards’ invitation for him to attend 
their next meeting. The only wizard Alex knew was Whalen, and while he did 
want to meet others, he was a little nervous about meeting the entire council at 
one time. He was still young, and even though he’d already done some 
impressive things, he wasn’t sure the other wizards would take him seriously. 
After all, they were all much older than he was and had a great deal more 
experience. 


In the end, Alex decided not to worry about meeting the council of wizards. 
He would have time to worry if and when the meeting came. He moved on to 


Whalen’s comments about his reckless feelings. Alex knew where those feelings 
were coming from now, even if he wasn’t completely comfortable with the 
answer. He would have to tell Whalen what Salinor had said, but maybe he 
would wait until he could talk about it with Whalen face-to-face. With that final 
thought, Alex dropped into his comfortable bed and quickly fell asleep. 

The next morning was gray and windy, and it looked almost certain to rain 
before the day was over. Thrang’s mood darkened with the change in weather, 
but he remained determined to get back on the road. 

“A gloomy day to part on,” Thorson said as he stood beside Thrang. “I wish 
you all a safe journey, and promise a great welcome when you return.” 

“You’ve been most generous to us,” said Thrang, bowing to his brother. “We 
will not forget your kindness.” 

“Oh, stop it,” said Thorson. “I know very well that your adventurer’s code 
demands that you say such things, but it means little here. You are family, and 
you and your friends will always be welcome.” 

“You are most kind, my brother,” said Thrang. “I hope we will return soon to 
take advantage of your kindness.” 

Thorson laughed, then he and Thrang embraced. Alex and the others bowed 
and thanked Thorson as they moved toward their horses. Thorson waved off 
their thanks, though he looked pleased just the same. They all mounted their 
horses—except for Thrain. 

“Thrain, are you coming with us?” Thrang questioned loudly. 

“Yes, Pm coming,” said Thrain, hurrying to climb onto his own horse. 

“Where did you run off to?” Thrang questioned, a knowing smile on his face. 


“I wanted to say good-bye to Dain,” said Thrain in an apologetic tone. “I 
didn’t get a chance to last night, and I thought it would be rude not to.” 

“And Fivra?” Thrang questioned. 

“Well, yes, Fivra was there as well,” said Thrain, his face turning bright red. 

“Plotting with my own family, I see,” said Thrang with a laugh. “So has Fivra 
agreed to wait for your return before going to Vargland?” 

“Oh, well,” Thrain stammered, clearly surprised that Thrang had guessed the 
truth. “Yes, he said he would wait until I could go with him.” 

“That may be a long time,” Thorson said. “After all, you have this adventure 
to finish before you can go anywhere.” 


“Yes, well, I did say I’d try to come back,” said Thrain. “Or I thought maybe 
Fivra could come to Benorg, once our adventure is done.” 


“At least Thrain was able to talk Fivra into waiting,” Arconn pointed out. “I 
don’t think any of us could have done that.” 


“T suppose that’s true,” said Thrang with a laugh. “But I think I would keep a 
closer eye on our young friend just the same.” 


“Until you return, my friends,” said Thorson. “And perhaps Fivra will indeed 
be able to go to Benorg when you return.” 


“Farewell, my brother,” Thrang said. “Keep an eye on the youngsters—they 
seem to be plotting together.” 


Thorson laughed and waved to them all as Thrang led the company through 
the gates, away from Thorson’s house and into the city. 


It appeared, however, that the people of the city were unwilling to let them 
leave without wishing them good luck once again. The streets of Kazad-Syn 
were crowded, and all along the way dwarfs were cheering them on and wishing 
them a safe journey. 

“You are well thought of by the people of this city,” Arconn said as he rode 
beside Thrang. “They honor you greatly by this display.” 

“Their wishes are for all of us,” said Thrang, smiling and waving to some 
friends as he spoke. 

“Yet I doubt we would receive such a send-off if you were not our leader,” 
said Kat. 

Soon they left the cheering crowds behind, and the city became a small green 
spot on the road behind them. Thrang’s good spirits did not falter, however, even 
when a soft rain began falling after their midday meal. 

“Winter moves south quickly,” said Barnabus. “I am glad we are going south 
and not north.” 

“This rain is hardly winter,” Thrang said with a laugh. “Though I confess I 
also am glad to be moving south. Winter is hard in the north, and travel is almost 
impossible.” 

“How long will it take us to reach the Lost Mountains?” Alex questioned. 

“Two, maybe three weeks,” said Thrang. “They are south and a little east of 
us, but the people Thorson spoke to in Kazad-Syn said the road is good. If we 
stay on the main road we shouldn’t have any trouble.” 

“That’s what we thought when we left Benorg,” said Nellus with a grin. 


“And there is the rumor of the hellerash,” Thrain added. 

“That’s just a rumor,” said Thrang, looking a little uneasy. “I doubt we will 
see anything.” 

“Some creatures grow strong when rumors remain rumors,” said Kat, her 
voice so low that only Alex heard her. 

As they made camp for the night, the rain stopped and the clouds slowly 
broke apart and drifted away. Alex glanced up at the thousands of stars in the 
sky, letting his mind wander freely. It was a pleasant evening, yet something in 
Alex’s mind made him nervous. He glanced around the campsite, wondering if 
something was watching them, but he could see nothing. 

“You felt something,” Kat said, moving up beside him; it was not a question. 

“A nervous feeling, nothing more,” said Alex. 

“T felt it too,” said Kat, a look of concentration on her face. “There is nothing 
there now, only the empty land.” 

“Perhaps that is why I’m nervous,” said Alex, laughing softly. 

“Too many dangers,” said Kat. 

“What do you mean?” 

“You’ve faced too many dangers for one so young. Now you feel nervous 
when there are no dangers to face.” 

“Perhaps,” Alex agreed. “Though I’m not in any rush to look for danger.” 

“Danger seems to find you,” Kat answered with a smile. “I find that strange, 
but I am at a loss to explain it.” 

“Don’t be troubled by it,” said Alex, turning back to the campfire. 

Kat remained at the edge of the camp for a few minutes and then returned to 
the campfire as well. 

The days passed and the weather seemed to change with each new day. Some 
days were warm and dry, others wet, and still others windy. Alex and his friends 
were not troubled by the weather, but they were starting to feel strangely nervous 
as they moved south. Nellus and Barnabus both tried to lighten the mood with 
jokes and songs, but were not always successful. Alex felt watchful, and he 
noticed that both Kat and Arconn would often stand and stare into the darkness 
around their camp at night. 

On the eighth day away from Kazad-Syn, they camped beside a small stream, 
eating in silence as rain poured down on them. The campfire popped and sizzled 


in the rain, but because Alex had conjured it up with magic, it would not go out. 

“Winter is moving south fast,” Thrang said, looking at the dark sky. “But we 
should still reach shelter in the Lost Mountains before the weather gets too bad.” 

They finished their meals and hurried off to their dry tents. Alex let the 
conjured fire burn, though he had some misgivings about such a bright light on 
such a dark night. Arconn remained at the fire during Alex’s watch, and Alex 
had the feeling that the elf was listening for something, something that he could 
not hear over the noise of the falling rain. 

The next morning, the rain had stopped, but the uneasy feelings had grown 
stronger. They were darker than the uneasy feelings they had experienced on the 
Isle of Bones. As they were eating their breakfast, Arconn wandered down to the 
stream, and then quickly returned with a troubled look on his face. 

“What is it?” Kat questioned, setting aside her plate. 

Alex jumped to his feet, looking around the campsite as if expecting a sudden 
attack. 

“Just tracks in the mud,” said Arconn, trying to sound calm. 

“Tracks?” Thrang questioned. “What kind of tracks?” 

“They are difficult to read,” said Arconn. “I have never seen anything like 
them before, though they look something like wolf tracks.” 

“Wolf tracks?” Thrang questioned. “There aren’t any wolves this far south in 
Thraxon.” 

“Show me the tracks,” said Nellus as he got to his feet. “I’ve tracked many 
creatures in the past, and may be able to make some sense of them.” 

Arconn led Nellus and the rest of the company back to the stream and pointed 
out the large tracks. They were all on the far bank, though none of them had 
come within five feet of the water. 

“They do look a little like a wolf’s tracks, but they are too large,” Nellus said. 

“That’s what I thought,” said Arconn, looking quickly at Thrang and then 
back to the tracks. 

“Hellerash,” Thrang whispered. “Those are hellerash tracks.” 

“What?” Barnabus asked, turning to look at Thrang. 

“T thought the hellerash were vicious,” said Thrain softly. “If they’re as 
vicious as the stories say—and I heard a lot of stories in Kazad-Syn—then why 
didn’t it cross the stream and attack our camp?” 


“Who can say?” answered Thrang, looking a little pale. “Perhaps this is the 
boundary to their territory, or perhaps they were afraid of the light from Alex’s 
conjured fire.” 


“Or perhaps it was a single hellerash, and it has gone to get others,” Kat said 
darkly. 


“Perhaps,” Thrang allowed. “Whatever the reason, we should all remain extra 
alert from now on. We should also have a double watch at night, just in case.” 


“A wise precaution,” said Arconn. “And I think we should keep the horses 
closer to our tents as well.” 


“Yes, that is a good idea,” Thrang agreed quickly, leading the company back 
toward the camp. 


The journey that day was slow, and everyone kept glancing around them as 
they traveled, looking for any sign of movement. They saw nothing that day, and 
by the time they made camp for the night, Alex’s troubled feelings were 
beginning to subside. Thrang, however, seemed more nervous than ever, and he 
asked Alex to conjure up a fire that would burn brightly all night. 


When they started off again the next morning, most of their fears had slipped 
away. They had heard nothing during the night, and there were no signs of tracks 
anywhere near their camp. Arconn and Alex had both walked a wide circle 
around the camp just to make sure. Thrang seemed relieved, but he still made 
sure that Arconn and Kat had their bows ready and that Thrain had his crossbow 
loaded. 


“Better safe than sorry,” said Thrang with a weak smile as they started off. 


Alex thought it unlikely that they would see anything along the road, but he 
kept his staff ready. They continued riding south, and the afternoon sun and the 
warm, damp air made Alex feel slightly sleepy. He was jolted awake by the 
sound of Arconn’s and Kat’s bowstrings snapping at the same moment, followed 
quickly by the high-pitched spring of Thrain’s crossbow. Neither of those sounds 
shook him as much as the terrible cry that followed. It was an almost-human cry 
of agony and despair, a cry that forced his eyes toward the creature that made it. 


Thirty yards to the right of the road, a huge, black, wolflike creature crouched 
with arrows sticking out of its shiny black hide. Alex could see the bones of the 
creature’s ribcage. It bit madly at the shaft of Arconn’s arrow. Kat’s arrow had 
hit the creature higher in the neck, but it couldn’t get its head around to bite at 
that one. Then it turned and ran, darting between some large rocks, the shaft of 


Arconn’s arrow snapping off as it ran. 


The hellerash was fast, vanishing from view before Arconn could fit a second 
arrow to his bow. 


“That shot should have killed it,” Arconn said, turning his horse toward the 
hellerash’s trail. “If not mine, then Kat’s for sure.” 


“Tm sure my bolt hit it as well,” said Thrain, following quickly. 
“I saw no wound from the bolt,” said Thrang gruffly. 
“Tt seemed pained, but uninjured from the arrows,” Nellus added. 


Arconn dismounted and bent to pick up the broken shaft of his arrow. Thrain 
moved about the rocks, looking for the bolt he had let fly. As Arconn walked 
back toward the group he looked troubled, almost afraid. 


“No blood,” Arconn said, holding the broken arrow out for Thrang. “There is 
no blood on the shaft.” 


“Well, it broke away from the wound,” said Thrang, glancing at the arrow. 
“There is no blood on the rocks or grass either,” Arconn added. 


“And there’s no blood on my bolt,” Thrain said, coming up beside Arconn 
and holding out the bolt he’d recovered. 


“You may have missed it completely,” said Thrang in a dismissive tone. 
“T didn’t miss,” Thrain insisted defiantly. 


“Thrain is correct,” Arconn broke in. “I saw the bolt pass through what 
should have been the creature’s stomach. I would not have expected it to pass 
clear through, but it seems to have done so.” 


“What are you saying?” Thrang questioned, his pale face growing hard. 
“Tsn’t it clear?” said Kat, causing all of them to jump. 


“No, it’s not clear at all,” said Thrang, looking as if he didn’t want to hear 
anything Kat had to say. 


“That creature was not a true hellerash,” Kat said flatly. “It has no blood and 
no life in it.” 


“Impossible,” said Thrang weakly. 


“But that can mean only one thing,” said Arconn, glancing at his arrow and 
then turning to look at Alex. 


“Necromancer,” said Alex, a chill running down his back as he said the word. 
“No, it can’t...” Thrang began and trailed off. 


“Tt is the only explanation,” said Alex. “It is the only thing that could call a 
long-dead hellerash back to life, or at least to a half-life.” 


Alex felt his friends staring at him, but their confused and frightened looks 
did not trouble him as much as the next words he had to say. 


“T must face him,” said Alex, looking down at his saddle. 
“No, it is too dangerous,” Kat broke in. 
“We will find another path to the south,” Thrang said quickly. 


“You do not understand,” said Alex, holding up his hand. “As a true wizard, I 
must seek out this evil and try to destroy it.” 


“T forbid it,” said Thrang forcefully. “You are part of this company, and I am 
the leader. You will not seek out this danger that has nothing to do with our 
quest.” 


“T know you speak from friendship, Thrang, but I have no choice,” said Alex. 
“My vow as a wizard is more binding than our agreement, and if I must, I will 
break the adventurers’ bargain and go on alone.” 


“Not alone,” said Arconn quickly. 


“Thank you, my friend, but you cannot break the bargain without losing 
honor,” said Alex. “I would not allow you to leave the company in any event, as 
they will need you more than ever, once I leave.” 


“Arconn is right,” said Thrang forcefully. “If you must seek out this evil, then 
you will not do it alone. Even if our adventure fails completely, I will not leave 
you to face this evil by yourself.” 


“Then we continue south,” said Alex, grateful for Thrang’s words. 
“We continue south,” Thrang repeated. “And may evil fear our approach.” 


The rest of the company cheered Thrang’s words, and Alex couldn’t help but 
feel grateful to his friends. He was worried, however, because he knew, perhaps 
better than any of them, the danger that a necromancer presented. He also knew 
that, in the end, he would have to face the necromancer alone. That meeting 
would be incredibly dangerous, not just for him, but for all of Thraxon as well. 


They continued south along the road, moving as quickly as they could and 
looking for a safe place to make their camp. As the sun dropped in the west, 
Thrang called them to a halt and moved them a short distance off the main road. 
A series of large boulders formed a horseshoe shape, the center of which 
provided the perfect campsite. 


“A good spot,” Nellus observed. “The creatures can come at us from only one 


direction.” 

“They might jump down from the rocks behind us,” said Thrain in a worried 
tone. 

“And they might bar our path from leaving,” Thrang added nervously. “Still, 
it seems the best place we’|l find today, so we might as well make camp.” 

There was little talk and no joking or stories around the campfire that night. 
They were all tense, and even the slightest sound from outside their camp was 
enough to draw all of their eyes. When Thrang and the others went to their tents, 
leaving Alex and Arconn on watch, Alex took his writing things out of his magic 
bag. He needed to let Whalen know about this latest development. 

“You are sending word to Master Vankin?” Arconn said. 

“Yes,” said Alex, looking up at his friend. 

“He knows a great deal, and may be able to advise you on dealing with this 
evil,” said Arconn, his eyes fixed on the campfire. “Though I confess, I am 
concerned about you meeting a necromancer.” 

“So am I, but there is nothing that can be done about it,” Alex answered, 
folding the letter he’d been working on. “I am here, so I must face this test.” 

“And if you fail?” Arconn questioned, a pained look on his face. 

“T will not allow myself to be used by this evil,” Alex said forcefully, 
guessing at Arconn’s greatest fear. “I will summon the dragon to destroy me 
before I become the puppet of a necromancer.” 

“T hope it will not come to that,” Arconn replied softly, glancing at Alex. 

“So do I,” said Alex with a weak smile. “So do I.” 

There was no sign of the hellerash that night, and they saw no tracks or signs 
of the creature for the next few days. Alex could tell that the others were 
beginning to hope they had left the hellerash behind them. Thrang even voiced 
the hope that there was no necromancer and that the company could continue on 
their quest without any trouble. 

Alex, however, knew there was a necromancer. Ever since he’d seen the 
hellerash, he had felt the presence of evil. Worse, Alex knew knew the 
necromancer was aware of him as well. 

“We should reach the Lost Mountains in a day or two,” Thrang said as they 
were breaking camp one morning. “Then perhaps we can get some news of 
Albrek and his people.” 

“T doubt it will be that easy,” Kat commented in a low tone. 


“Oh, the dwarfs of the Lost Mountains should be friendly enough,” Thrang 
went on, trying to avoid the point Kat was trying to make. 


The others did not comment, because they were all thinking of the hellerash, 
even though none of them would say so. 


“You sense the presence of the necromancer,” Alex said quietly to Kat as they 
started off. 


“Yes,” said Kat, looking pale and tired. “I fear that I will be overcome if you 
fail.” 


“Then I must not fail,” said Alex, forcing a smile. 


The morning was sunny and warm, but by midday dark clouds rolled across 
the sky and the smell of rain filled the air. Thrang urged them forward, hoping to 
find a dwarf city or village for them to spend the night in. As darkness began to 
grow around them, Alex noticed movement out of the comer of his eye. For a 
moment he wasn’t sure he’d seen anything at all, but he knew that he had. 


“Yes,” Arconn said, noticing Alex’s look. “I see them too.” 

“What’s that?” Thrang questioned, taking his attention off the road ahead. 

“Several of the hellerash,” said Arconn. “They have been circling us for the 
last hour.” 

“As long as they keep their distance,” Nellus said, looking over his shoulder. 

“They won’t attack until it’s dark,” said Kat. “They will want as much cover 
as possible before coming at us.” 


“Then we should hurry,” said Thrang in a worried tone. “We may arrive at a 
village soon, and any dwarfs we find will be sure to help us against these 
creatures.” 


Alex had his doubts. If they had been close to a dwarf city or village, the 
hellerash would not be circling them now. Even as he considered their chances 
against the evil creatures, he saw that the hellerash were getting closer to them. 

“There,” said Arconn, pointing to a large hill to the left of the road. “If we can 
reach the top, we can make our defense there.” 

“Yes,” Thrang agreed quickly. “It will be better than meeting them in the 
open. Quickly now—to the hilltop.” 

Thrang spurred his horse forward and the others followed him. At first the 
horses seemed reluctant to run toward the hill, but when a sudden piercing howl 
rose from behind them, the horses all shuddered and dashed forward. Alex knew 


that the howl had been a signal, a call to the attack, and he could feel Shahree 
trembling beneath him. 


“Easy, girl,” Alex said softly to his horse. “We have faced greater dangers 
before.” 


Shahree seemed to calm down, but only slightly as she raced forward. Alex 
could sense her desperation to reach the safety of the hilltop before the hellerash 
could attack. 


The landscape became a blur and the company was spreading out. Kat’s horse 
was not as swift as the others, and she was falling behind, and fast. Alex slowed 
Shahree, unwilling to leave Kat, but the others rushed on. It looked as if they had 
completely lost control of their horses and were struggling just to hold on. 


It happened suddenly, but to Alex it seemed that everything was moving in 
slow motion. A scream and a horse’s terrified whinny came from behind him, 
and without thinking, he reined in Shahree, turning her back the way he had 
come. 


Shahree stamped her hooves impatiently, but he held her on the spot for a 
moment, and then spurred her forward, back across the ground they had just 
crossed. 


Kat struggled to get to her feet; her horse lay on the ground ten feet behind 
her. Alex saw the black shapes of several hellerash tearing at the fallen horse, 
and a flame of rage began to burn deep inside him. 


As quickly as Shahree could run, he charged forward, whispering magical 
words as he went. The end of his staff flared in the darkness, and a sudden ball 
of flame shot toward the dark shadows in front of him. A hellerash burst into 
flame, and several others jumped away. He wanted to press his attack on the evil 
creatures, but Kat was on foot, dazed from her fall, and it was up to him to save 
her. 


“Leave me,” Kat yelled as Alex rode up to her. “There is no time, and your 
horse cannot carry us both.” 


“Come,” Alex commanded, putting out his free hand and catching Kat’s arm. 
With a single movement, he swung her up behind him, and then let loose the 
reins, giving Shahree the freedom she demanded. “Run now, my friend! Run like 
the wind.” 


Shahree leaped forward. Back into the darkness she raced, back toward the 
hill that stood so close and yet so far away. Alex could feel Kat clutching at him, 


trying desperately to hold on. He could feel Shahree struggling for more speed, 
but the added weight on her back was slowing her down. Desperate to give them 
more time, Alex raised his staff over his head, its burning light driving back the 
darkness, and, he hoped, the hellerash as well. 


As they reached the bottom of the hill, Shahree stumbled and Alex felt 
himself lifting off the saddle. Kat tried to grab hold of him, but it was no good. 
Together Alex and Kat flew helplessly through the air, and as Alex’s staff went 
spinning out of his hand, its light went out. 


Fighting to get to his feet and drag Kat up with him, Alex blurted out the 
summoning spell to call his staff back to his hand. He had barely managed to 
relight his staff when his eyes met the evil, yellow-green eyes of the advancing 
hellerash. His voice seemed to leave him, and all he could do was stare. The 
hellerash was moving fast, charging down on him before he could do anything to 
defend himself. For a moment Alex thought his life was over, but then a silver- 
gray shadow blocked the hellerash from his view. 


“No!” Alex screamed, realizing what had happened. 


There was the sickening sound of tearing flesh, followed by the sound of 
Shahree’s body falling to the ground. The evil eyes of the hellerash returned. The 
light from Alex’s staff showed the bloody jaws of the hellerash opened wide as if 
it were laughing at him. Anger and sorrow rushed through Alex, blinding him to 
reason and thought. The hellerash in front of him let loose its chilling howl, 
calling its companions to the feast, and in that moment Alex’s rage overcame 
everything else. 


The hellerash standing next to Shahree burst into flame, dissolving almost 
instantly into ash. Alex brought his staff down forcefully, striking the ground and 
finishing the magic words at the same moment. For a few seconds, the darkness 
vanished as a wall of bright, blue-white flame grew up around Alex. The burning 
wall stood motionless for less than a second, and then rushed outward in all 
directions. 


Kat cried out in fear, but Alex took no notice. As darkness reclaimed the 
night, Alex sank down to the ground, tears pouring down his face as he reached 
out to touch the neck of his lost friend. 


After some time, Alex became aware of the sounds around him. He could 
hear Kat whimpering behind him, and he could hear the rest of the company 
moving carefully down the hill toward them. He didn’t want to explain what 
he’d done or why; he just wanted to be left alone. 


“Alex,” Arconn’s concerned voice said softly. “Alex, are you all right?” 


“T’m fine,” answered Alex, not turning to look at his friend. “Take care of Kat 
and make camp. There is no danger now. I’ll be along in a little while.” 


Arconn did not reply, but Alex could hear him helping Kat to her feet and 
moving away. He was grateful to Arconn for leaving him alone and not insisting 
on answers or reasons. But sorrow filled his mind and he had no place for other 
thoughts. 


Alex didn’t know how long he sat there with Shahree’s dead body. The spell 
he had used had taken a great deal of power out of him, and when he finally tried 
to get to his feet, his legs wobbled beneath him. Leaning on his staff, Alex 
looked down at Shahree. He wiped his face on his sleeve and slowly forced 
himself to cast another spell. 


The silver-gray horse faded into the ground like mist, and a large silver-gray 
stone rose out of the earth where she had been. Three words written in golden 
letters appeared on the monument. Resting on his staff for another moment, Alex 
managed a weak smile, then turned away. 

Alex found the others easily, though he was not sure he wanted to answer 
questions even now. His sorrow had lessened, but the death of his horse was still 
clear in his mind, and the fact that she had willingly sacrificed herself to save 
him made her death harder to bear. 

Thrang and the others said nothing as Alex sat down beside the fire. He could 
feel them looking at him nervously. He was sure Kat had told them what had 
happened and what she had seen, but that would not explain everything. Alex 
had done something out of pure anger, and now he wondered if he had been right 
to do it. 

“Something to eat?” said Barnabus, holding out a bowl of stew for Alex. 

Alex accepted the bowl, but he did not eat. For several minutes he just looked 
at the stew, and then he spoke. “I destroyed them. All of them. Forever.” 

“The wall of flame?” Arconn asked. 

“Yes,” said Alex. “It has moved across all of Thraxon and destroyed every 
hellerash that ever has been.” 

“All of Thraxon?” Thrang questioned nervously. 

“Yes,” said Alex, setting his bowl down and putting his head in his hands. 
“Nowhere, in all of this land, does even a bone of a hellerash remain.” 

“A powerful spell,” Kat said softly. 


“Perhaps too powerful,” said Alex. 

“How so?” Thrang asked. “Surely you don’t feel sorry for destroying those 
evil creatures.” 

“No, I don’t feel sorry for that,” said Alex, looking up. “But now I fear the 
necromancer will try to hide. He may no longer wish to face me. If that is the 
case, it may take me years to track him down.” 

“Will you...” Thrang began but did not finish. 

“T will finish this quest regardless of what the necromancer chooses to do,” 
said Alex, answering Thrang’s unasked question. “If he remains, I will face him. 
If he flees, I will pursue him. But after this adventure is over.” 

The others remained silent and Alex picked up his bowl. He didn’t feel 
hungry, but he forced himself to eat anyway. He knew that he would need his 
strength, and he knew that he had to write to Whalen immediately. 


Chapter Seventeen 


The Cursed City 


No one slept that night. When dawn finally came, they quietly collected their 
gear and prepared to resume their journey. 

“Where are your horses?” Alex questioned, noticing for the first time that 
none of his companions’ horses were anywhere near the campsite. 

“They broke away when we were trying to get up the hill,” Thrang answered. 
“Arconn’s carried him to the hilltop, but the rest ran.” 

“And even mine ran when the hellerash closed in on us,” Arconn added. 

“How close did they get to you?” Alex asked. 

“Too close,” said Nellus with a soft laugh. 

“We were standing back-to-back on the hilltop,” said Thrang. “The hellerash 
were closing in slowly, looking for a weak spot, I guess.” 

“Pm sure they were about to charge us when the wall of flame appeared,” 
said Barnabus. “If your spell had been a few seconds later, I doubt we would 
have survived.” 

“T shouldn’t have left the group,” said Alex bitterly. 

“No harm was done,” said Thrang. “And you saved Kat from those foul 
creatures.” 

Alex could tell that Thrang and the others wanted to hear about how he had 
rescued Kat and destroyed the hellerash. He suspected Kat had told them what 
had happened while he had remained with his fallen friend, but he knew they 
still had questions. He was grateful that none of them asked about it, and the 
conversation trailed off quickly. 

They moved down the hill toward the spot where Shahree had fallen, and a 
fresh wave of sorrow filled Alex. He noticed Kat glance at him as if she wanted 
to say something, but she quickly turned away. 

“A fine monument,” said Thrang when they reached the spot Alex had hoped 
to avoid. “And never a truer statement has been carved.” 

“A True Friend,” Arconn read from the stone. “Yes, I would say that is 
fitting.” 

Kat made a strangled, sobbing sound and hid her face. Alex thought for a 


moment that he’d seen tears in her eyes, but he couldn’t be sure. Turning away 
from the monument, he wished the hollow feeling inside him would go away. 
The pale morning light shined on the open land in front of them, but in several 
places Alex could see where the stones and grasses had been scorched black. 


“Tt appears that there were quite a few of them,” Arconn said, moving up 
beside Alex. “More than I would have guessed.” 

“And now there are none,” said Alex, starting off across the open ground 
without looking back. 


Arconn’s comment had not angered him, but Alex wasn’t ready to think about 
what had happened. He wanted to forget about it for a time, and move ahead 
with the business at hand. But he knew that he would not forget, and perhaps that 
made it harder for him to turn away from the monument and leave his fallen 
friend behind. 


His companions hurried after him, not saying anything more about the 
monument he’d created or the spell he’d cast. They fell into line behind Thrang 
and Arconn. Alex noticed that Kat kept her head turned away from him. At first 
he didn’t know why, but then he realized that she blamed herself for Shahree’s 
death. She felt that Shahree’s death was her fault, and she feared that he would 
blame her for the loss of his friend. 


Alex’s own sorrow melted away like ice, and he suddenly found himself 
concerned about Kat’s worries. Shahree’s death had not been Kat’s fault, and 
Alex could not blame her even if he’d wanted to. She had told him to leave her 
behind. She had warned him that her weight would be too much for Shahree to 
carry. 

For one long, terrible moment, the images of Shahree’s death rose once more 
before his eyes. If Alex had been a little quicker or if he hadn’t frozen when the 
hellerash had charged him, then Shahree would not have had to sacrifice herself 
to save him. 

But Alex knew that he was not to blame either. The only person to blame was 
the necromancer who had called the hellerash back from the dead. It was the 
necromancer who had killed his friend, and it was the necromancer who would 
pay for that death. 

Alex wanted to say something to Kat, something to ease her troubled 
thoughts, but her sorrow seemed almost as deep as his own, and nothing he 
could think to say sounded right in his mind. 


“T don’t blame you,” Alex finally said softly. 


“I know,” answered Kat, looking at him for the first time since the night 
before. “But I blame myself.” 


“Don’t,” said Alex forcefully. “There is only one person responsible for what 
has happened, and he will answer for it, to me.” 

“A dangerous attitude,” said Kat in a lowered voice. 

“No, not really,” said Alex, forcing a weak smile. “I do not wish to take his 
place or steal his power. I will simply call him to account for what he’s done, as I 
must.” 

“And if he is the stronger?” Kat questioned. “Necromancers are said to have a 
great deal of magical power.” 

“Then he will go on,” said Alex with a sigh. “Though I think my dragon 
friend might put an end to him, if I were forced to summon him.” 

“You are set in your course, then,” Kat said flatly. “You will summon the 
dragon to destroy you before you let yourself be used by the necromancer.” 

“Better to die once in flame than live forever in the half-life of the 
necromancer,” said Alex. The words were not his own, and he was a little shaken 
by what he heard himself say. 

Kat gave him a puzzled look for several seconds before she turned away. 

As the day wore on, they began to look for any sign of a dwarf city or 
possibly even a party of dwarfs on the road. The road, however, remained empty, 
and for all they could tell there were no cities anywhere nearby. 

“Can you sense anything, Kat?” Thrang asked as the afternoon was wearing 
away. “Anything at all?” 

“Sadness,” Kat answered slowly. “There is great sorrow near, but I cannot see 
why.” 

“Perhaps because of the hellerash,” Arconn suggested, gazing across the land 
in front of them. “I’m sure any dwarfs in this area would have suffered from 
those creatures.” 

“Yes, that would make sense,” said Thrang, looking at Kat, his expression 
clearly hoping for more information. 

“To the east of the road,” said Kat, a pained look on her face. “East and south 
of us, at the base of the mountain—there is a city.” 

“Are you certain?” Nellus questioned, looking from Kat to the southeast and 
back. “I see no sign that would indicate a city.” 


“And you wouldn’t,” said Thrang. “The dwarfs of the Lost Mountains are 
careful to hide themselves. We could walk right past a city and never see it if the 
dwarfs living there didn’t want us to.” 


“I doubt that,” said Alex. 
“Well, perhaps not right past,” Thrang admitted. 


“In Vargland, many of the smaller cities are hard to find, even if you know 
what to look for,” said Thrain. 


“The same is true here,” Thrang added. “But we have several things in our 
favor. We have a seer who can lead us, a wizard who can sense things others 
cannot, and I know the ways that dwarfs hide their cities here in Thraxon.” 


“Then we should be able to find this city quickly,” said Barnabus. “And I 
hope they have horses for sale, because—” 


Barnabus stopped quickly. For a moment they were all silent, and then 
Barnabus cleared his throat. 


“Forgive me, Alex. I did not think.” 


“You have done no harm,” said Alex, trying hard to smile. “And I really don’t 
want to walk all the way across Thraxon.” 


As darkness gathered around them, the road began to bend toward the 
mountains, but when it became clear that they would not reach the city that 
night, Thrang reluctantly ordered them to make camp. The memory of the 
hellerash attack was still sharp in all of their minds, and only Alex was certain 
that there was nothing to fear. 

As Barnabus prepared their meal, Alex found a comfortable spot and sat 
down. He knew he should write to Whalen—he needed his friend’s advice—but 
he didn’t really feel like writing down everything that had happened. Just then, 
Barnabus called them all to eat, and Alex was grateful that he could postpone 
writing a difficult letter, at least for a little while longer. 

“We should reach the mountains tomorrow,” Arconn said as they ate. 

“And what then?” Nellus asked. 

“What do you mean?” said Thrang, looking around at them all. “We go on 
with the adventure, of course.” 

“Yes, of course,” said Nellus quickly, glancing at Alex. 

“You are thinking perhaps I will leave the company to chase the 
necromancer,” said Alex, looking at his food. “I have already said that if the 


necromancer should flee, I will complete this adventure.” 
“And if he does not flee?” Arconn questioned. 
“Then I will face him sooner rather than later,” said Alex. 


“T think,” Thrang began, not looking at Alex, “well, I think we are all a little 
worried about what might happen .. .” 

“Tf the evil is stronger,” Alex finished for him. 

“Tt is a possibility,” Thrang said softly. 

“Yes, it is,” agreed Alex. “I have told Kat and Arconn, and now I will tell you 
all, I will not be a tool of the necromancer. If he has the power to overcome me, I 
will be less than I am now. If it comes to that, I will use the last of my will and 
power to summon the dragon to destroy me. I will not become a slave to evil.” 

“Let us hope it does not come to that,” said Thrang, trying for a hopeful tone. 

Alex knew his friends were more concerned about him and his ability to face 
evil than they were concerned about the rest of the adventure, and he was 
grateful for their care. Of course, they all knew about the time he’d faced the 
dragon Slathbog, but necromancers were not dragons, and Alex knew better than 
any of his friends that their power was something to fear. 

As the others rolled themselves into their blankets, Alex remained by the fire 
with Arconn in companionable silence. Arconn seemed to be deep in his own 
thoughts, so Alex took out his writing things. 

For a long time the page remained blank because he could not find the words 
to explain things to Whalen. He reviewed the events again and again in his mind, 
finally forcing himself to put it all on paper. 

In the end, the letter was long, but Alex had somehow managed to express all 
of his doubts and fears, as well as his sorrow. It seemed that pouring his sadness 
into the letter had removed some of the weight from his mind and heart. He was 
glad that he had forced himself to write everything he had been feeling. 

He summoned a geeb to take his message to Whalen and put away his writing 
things. To his surprise, the entire night had almost slipped away. 

“You should get some rest,” Arconn said as the geeb vanished with a small 
pop. 

“T have no need of sleep,” said Alex. “The others will need it more than I. Let 
them enjoy what rest they can.” 


Arconn nodded, returning his attention to the darkness around their camp. 


When the eastern sky showed signs of the coming morning, Arconn woke the 
others. 

“You should have woken us in turn for the watch,” said Thrang as he walked 
toward the campfire. “Though I suppose you know what you’re doing.” 

“Why would you suppose that?” Alex asked with a half smile. He was 
surprised to realize that he felt much better than he had the day before. 

Thrang answered with a grunting laugh as he brushed frost off a log and sat 
down for breakfast. 

They marched all that morning, and as midday approached, Thrang suddenly 
shouted in excitement and rushed toward a pile of fallen stones. The rest of them 
hurried to follow, uncertain about the reason for Thrang’s shout. 

“A boundary marker,” said Thrang, kneeling beside the fallen stones. “It has 
been pushed over, and some of the inscription has been chiseled away.” 

“And the part that remains? What does it say?” Nellus asked as he looked at 
the surrounding countryside. 

“The city of Neplee lies ahead,” said Thrang, tilting his head to one side as he 
read the fallen marker. “The instructions for reaching the city and requesting 
entry have been removed, but not too long ago, I would guess.” 

“Who would destroy the marker?” Thrain asked, a worried look on his face. 

“Hard to say,” said Thrang as he got back to his feet. “Enemies of the dwarfs, 
perhaps.” 

“Or the dwarfs themselves,” said Kat. 

“Why would dwarfs destroy their own marker?” Thrang questioned, a hint of 
worry in his voice. 

“Perhaps they do not wish to be visited,” Alex said. “It is possible this is a 
warning to outsiders.” 

“T have heard of such things,” said Arconn. “Dwarf cities in distress or some 
other kind of trouble will sometimes destroy their boundary markers.” 

“T would think any dwarf city in trouble would send for help,” Thrang said. 
“There are many dwarfs in Thraxon, and it would be a simple matter for another 
city to send assistance.” 

“Then this may be a call for help,” said Alex. “Though I think we can all 
guess the reason for Neplee’s troubles.” 

“You don’t think the necromancer is in the city, do you?” Thrang asked 


nervously. 

“No, he would not remain in a city of the living,” said Alex. “Though he may 
be forcing the people of the city to do his bidding.” 

“Perhaps we should avoid this city and move on,” Barnabus suggested. 

“They are in need and are unable to send for help,” Kat said in a pained voice. 

They all looked at Kat, who was standing a short distance behind them. She 
seemed to be looking at something that no one else could see, and her face had 
gone pale. 

“Do not dwell on it,” said Alex, realizing that Kat was feeling the pain and 
troubles of the entire dwarf city. “Turn your mind from the darkness ahead of us, 
or it may overcome you.” 

“Tt is difficult to close it out,” said Kat, turning to face Alex. 

For a moment Alex didn’t realize what he was seeing, but when he did, he 
was quick to act. 

“Depart from her,” Alex commanded, moving his hand in front of Kat’s eyes. 
“Leave her, and do not return.” 

“What is this?” Thrang questioned, looking from Alex to Kat and back again. 

Kat was still for a moment, staring at Alex without speaking. Suddenly she 
dropped to the ground as if someone had struck her from behind. The others 
rushed forward to see what was wrong. 


“She will recover,” said Alex, watching as Nellus and Barnabus helped Kat to 
her feet. “Darkness clouded her mind for a moment, and our enemy seized his 
chance to get a good look at us all.” 


“The necromancer used her?” Thrang questioned, his voice shaking slightly. 


“Yes, but he will not be able to do so again,” said Alex. “I have blocked the 
darkness from her mind so he cannot return.” 


“And the rest of us?” Arconn asked. 


“Kat is the only one he could use from a distance,” said Alex. “He would 
have to make eye contact with the rest of us to gain power over us.” 


“I... What happened?” Kat questioned, her voice weak and confused. 
“A moment of darkness,” said Alex. “It will not return.” 
“I don’t remember,” said Kat. 


“T have blocked it from your mind. When you are ready, and when the danger 
has passed, I will remove the blinders,” Alex explained. 


“We should move on,” Arconn said after a short silence. 


“Yes, yes, we should,” agreed Thrang, and he started marching down the road 
once more. 


Alex felt certain they would find the city of Neplee before dark, but he didn’t 
know what kind of welcome they would find when they arrived. He didn’t have 
to wait long before the answer to that question appeared. A few hours later, the 
air rang with a sudden whistle and the soft thud of an arrow striking the ground. 
Thrang stopped in his tracks. 


“Not as friendly as I’d hoped for,” Thrang said in a soft voice. 
“Who are you, and why do you come here?” a voice called. 


“Thrang Silversmith and company,” answered Thrang as he looked around for 
the source of the voice. “We are adventurers, and have come here by chance.” 


“Go back the way you came, Master Silversmith,” the voice called out. 
“There is nothing here for you but sorrow and woe. This place is cursed. You 
must leave before the curse falls upon your party as well.” 


“T will end the curse,” Alex called out as he stepped forward to stand at 
Thrang’s side. “I will end the suffering of Neplee.” 


“Others have tried before and failed,” the voice said, though it was not quite 
as commanding as it had been. 


“T must try, even if you will not willingly assist me in the attempt,” said Alex. 


There was a long pause, as if the person who had called out to them was 
considering Alex’s words. 


“What are you doing?” Thrang questioned Alex in a whisper. 


“What I must,” answered Alex. “We can’t go back and we need help to go on. 
I must face this evil sooner or later. What other path is open to us?” 


“Advance and be recognized,” the voice commanded, interrupting Thrang’s 
next question. 


Alex and his friends moved forward. 
When they approached a small grove of trees, the voice called out, “Hold.” 


Alex and the others stopped and waited. For several minutes nothing 
happened, and then an old-looking dwarf stepped out of the trees and moved 
toward them. 


“So, young man,” said the old dwarf, looking at Alex. “You say you will end 
the evil and remove the curse from this city.” 


“I will if I can,” answered Alex. 


“A wise answer.” The old dwarf laughed grimly, and then turned to Thrang. 
“We welcome you, Master Silversmith, and your company. We will do what we 
can for you, and aid you however possible. Lord Turlock will wish to meet with 
you when we enter the city, and question you further about your adventure.” 


“We will be pleased to meet Lord Turlock and answer any questions we can,” 
said Thrang with a bow. 


The old dwarf did not return Thrang’s bow, but simply looked at them all for 
a moment, and then motioned for them to follow as he started back toward the 
trees. 


Neplee, as it turned out, was extremely well hidden, and Alex saw Thrang 
stare in surprise and wonder at the great stone doors carved into the 
mountainside. 


“They were made with ancient magic,” the old dwarf said. “In a time before 
darkness came to Neplee.” 


“Such art has long been lost,” said Thrang. “If it has been found again, word 
should have been sent to King Thorgood.” 


“Yes, it should have,” the old dwarf agreed but said nothing more. 


Alex and his companions entered a vast hall, its ceiling supported by dozens 
of stone pillars that looked like giant gray trees. The hall was empty except for a 
single chair placed near a large fireplace at the far end of the hall. A troubled- 
looking dwarf sat in the chair, staring into the low-burning fire. As the company 
approached, he looked up and quickly stood to greet them. 

“Master Silversmith, I am Lord Turlock. I know of you, though we have 
never met,” said the dwarf, bowing to Thrang. “I ask that you forgive our less 
than generous welcome, but as I’m sure you’ve seen, these are not happy times 
in Neplee.” 


“We have seen some of your troubles,” said Thrang, returning the bow. “But 
tell us, Lord Turlock, what has happened here? Why have you not sent word to 
Kazad-Syn, or even Benorg? I’m sure King Thorgood would have sent all the 
aid he could.” 

“Yes, Pm sure he would have,” said Turlock. “But his help would have done 
us no good, and more of our people would be under the curse that holds us here. 
But I am forgetting my manners, please, Master Silversmith, introduce your 
company to me.” 


Thrang quickly introduced the company to Turlock. Turlock bowed to each of 
them in turn and then called for chairs to be brought for them all. Once his 
guests were seated, Turlock returned to his own chair, his eyes returning to the 
fire as if he were alone and deep in thought. 


“T am sorry you have been caught up in this,” said Turlock after a long 
silence. “I am sorry that we did not see this trouble coming long ago and put an 
end to it when we had the chance.” 


“You speak of the necromancer,” said Alex. 


“Yes,” said Turlock, his eyes fixing on Alex’s. “We should have guessed, but 
at the time there was no way to know. He did so much good for the city, we 
never thought he could become so evil.” 


“You knew him? Before?” Alex questioned. 


“I knew him when he was Nethrom,” Turlock answered in a weak voice, his 
eyes returning to the fire. “He was gifted in learning, and he had some magical 
abilities. It was he who learned the ancient magic that hides our city gate. The 
libraries of Neplee are large, and some of the books in it are very old.” 


“And this Nethrom learned his magic from those books?” Thrang asked in a 
puzzled tone. “Magical books are uncommon in dwarf libraries, and few dwarfs 
have ever been able to read what is written in them.” 
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“He learned some things in the library here,” answered Turlock, sounding 
tired. “Including the existence of a hidden cave in the high mountains beyond the 
city. The cave was supposed to be guarded by ghosts, or magic, or maybe both. 
Nethrom became obsessed with the story of the cave, and he spent years looking 
for it. We became used to seeing him go into the mountains for weeks at a time. 
He always returned in a dark and unhappy mood.” 


“But he eventually found the cave,” Alex coaxed, trying to understand what 
Nethrom had gone through in his years of searching. 


“Yes, he must have,” said Turlock. “It was summer when he went into the 
mountains, as he always did. When he came back, he was full of happiness. We 
knew he had found the cave, but we never guessed what was inside of it, and 
Nethrom never said.” 


“At first, Nethrom put his powers to good use,” said Kat suddenly, and 
Turlock’s head jerked up to look at her. “He learned much about healing and the 
old dwarf magic, and he used this knowledge to help his people and protect the 
city of Neplee.” 


“Yes,” Turlock whispered. 

“Then, without warning, he changed,” Kat went on. “He no longer helped his 
people, but demanded payment for his services. If the sick could not pay his 
price, he would do nothing to help them. It was as if Nethrom was no longer the 
same dwarf he had once been.” 

“All that you say is true,” said Turlock, a questioning look on his face as he 
glanced from Kat to Alex. 

“My friend is a seer,” said Alex. “She has felt Nethrom’s presence, or rather, 
the presence of what Nethrom has become.” 

“A wizard, a seer, and a party of adventurers? Perhaps I should feel hope, but 
I do not,” said Turlock, shaking his head. “I would advise you to leave this place 
as soon as possible. We will provide you with horses, but I doubt they will last 
long against the hellerash.” 

“There are no more hellerash,” said Thrang. “Alex has freed you of that curse 
already.” 

“You’ve driven them off?” Turlock questioned in surprise. 

“T’ve destroyed them,” answered Alex, turning his own gaze to the fire. 

“Perhaps there is hope after all, but I would still advise you to leave,” Turlock 
said, his eyes fixed on Alex. 

“The weather is turning, and we may have to winter here,” said Thrang in a 
worried tone. “We need to search the mountains for traces of Albrek and his 
people.” 

“Albrek?” Turlock asked as if remembering something. 

“Our quest is not to destroy the hellerash, or to fight the necromancer who 
called them back from the dead,” Thrang explained. 

“No, of course not,” said Turlock, smiling in a tired sort of way. “I fear you 
will find little record of Albrek or his company in these mountains. Legend says 
that he did stop here during his wanderings, but Neplee was already being built. 
Not wanting to cause conflict, Albrek moved on.” 

“Then our quest lies farther south,” said Thrang, glancing at Alex. “If the 
weather allows, we will move on as soon as possible.” 

“T will order that horses be provided for you,” said Turlock. 

“How long?” Alex questioned. 

“How long?” Turlock repeated, his eyes moving to Alex. “How long what?” 


“How long since Nethrom changed?” 


“With the coming of the new moon, it will be three years and three moons,” 
answered Turlock. 


Standing suddenly, Turlock raised his hand. Several dwarfs who had been 
waiting nearby hurried forward, bowing to Turlock and waiting for his 
command. 


“Find rooms for our guests,” Turlock ordered. “Make them comfortable and 
provide them with refreshment. When they are settled, search the city for 
whatever horses you can find.” 

“Yes, lord,” the dwarfs answered, bowing. 

“Perhaps tomorrow we can speak again,” Turlock said, returning to his chair. 
“And if the weather holds, you can be on your way.” 

“You have our thanks,” said Thrang, bowing to Turlock. 

Alex and his friends bowed as well and then followed the dwarfs out of the 
hall. The dwarfs led them quickly and quietly through the city to a series of 
rooms that had already been prepared. Unlike every other dwarf city Alex had 
been in, Neplee was dark and quiet. They saw no other dwarfs as they went 
along, and many of the passageways had no lights in them at all. It was 
depressing, and Alex began to wonder how many of the city’s people had 
already been destroyed by Nethrom. 

“What is wrong with this city?” Thrain questioned as soon as their guides left 
them to rest in a large room where there were several chairs and a fireplace. “In 
my grandfather’s kingdom, no dwarf city is so dark or so quiet, and guests are 
always welcomed with feasts and excitement.” 

“This is not your grandfather’s kingdom,” said Thrang, dropping into a chair. 

“This city is like a tomb,” Nellus said, taking a chair close to Thrang’s. 

“They have lived for more than three years in fear,” said Alex, his eyes fixed 
on the fire. “They have forgotten what happiness is. Now they simply live day to 
day, while death sits on their doorstep.” 

“You still wish to stay and face the necromancer?” Thrang questioned. 

“T will go with the company,” said Alex without looking at Thrang. 

“Then you think me wrong to lead us away from here if the weather holds,” 
Thrang pressed. 

“No, I do not think you are wrong,” answered Alex. “Our quest is to find the 


tomb of Albrek and the Ring of Searching. Staying here is dangerous. We are 
honor bound to finish our adventure, so I will do whatever you think best.” 


Thrang was about to reply when Arconn broke in. 
“Do you think the necromancer will come looking for you?” 


“I don’t know,” said Alex. “I have no idea how Nethrom, or whatever he is 
now, will react to my being here.” 


“You don’t really think he would attack you openly, do you?” Barnabus 
asked. 


“I have no idea. I’ve never faced a necromancer before, and I don’t know how 
powerful Nethrom has become. I think, if he feels that he is strong enough, he 
will challenge me,” said Alex. “For now, I’m going to bed.” 


With that, Alex turned and left the large room, heading for one of the several 
smaller rooms connected to it. Alex chose a room at random and closed the door 
behind him. He didn’t know what to think or do, and he didn’t know what 
answers to give to his friends. The necromancer was already aware of him, that 
much was certain. What the necromancer would do now that they had entered 
Neplee, Alex didn’t dare guess. 


In the middle of these dark thoughts, Alex heard a sudden popping sound and 
a loud ding. A geeb appeared on his bed, and for a moment he was too stunned 
to do anything but stare. When he realized that the geeb could only have come 
from Whalen, he hurried forward to retrieve the message. Tossing the geeb a 
small diamond, Alex opened the envelope and began to read. 


Whalen’s letter did little to make Alex feel any better. For the most part it told 
him not to feel bad about destroying the hellerash because they were already 
dead anyway. Whalen had little to say about fighting the necromancer, except to 
give Alex a lot of advice about gathering his power and preparing himself to face 
the darkness. 


Unhappy with the message, Alex tossed it aside and climbed into his bed. 
Whatever hope he had felt when the geeb first arrived was gone, and he lay 
awake in the darkness for a long time before drifting off to sleep. 


When Alex finally did fall asleep, his dreams were as confused and troubled 
as his waking thoughts were. They jumped from place to place as if he was 
searching for something, but he didn’t know what. Twice he woke with a start, 
looking around wildly as if expecting someone or something to be in the room, 
waiting for him. The second time it happened, he’d even conjured weir lights, 


sending them around the room to make sure he was alone. 


Lying back on the bed, Alex put out the weir lights and tried to focus on what 
he was looking for in his dreams. Slowly his mind relaxed, and he felt as if he 
was lifting off the bed and flying away. 


Alex’s thoughts moved out of Neplee and turned north. He felt like a bird, 
flying back along the path that he and his friends had traveled. Kazad-Syn 
looked small and inviting as he flew past it, and for a moment he wanted to stop, 
but he felt an urgent need to go on. When his mind reached the shores of the 
Eastern Sea, Alex knew where his thoughts were taking him. He moved across 
the wind-tossed sea into the darkness that hid the dragon. 


“Your thoughts are troubled, young one.” Salinor’s deep, steady voice echoed 
inside Alex’s head. 


“Yes, I have much to worry about,” said Alex. 

“The necromancer,” Salinor stated. 

“You knew about him?” 

“Yes, but I did not know you would face him,” answered Salinor. 


“Tm not sure I will. Thrang wishes to move on as soon as possible, so I may 
not face him for some time yet,” Alex explained. 


“Sooner would be better,” said Salinor. 


“Tm... Pm not sure I can face the necromancer,” said Alex, expressing the 
fear that had been nagging at his mind. 


“Doubt can be deadly. Would you run from this challenge?” 


“T would rather face it and free the people of Neplee, but I don’t know how, 
and I’m not sure that I can defeat this evil.” 


“Caution is one of your more human traits,” said Salinor with a soft laugh. “It 
may be useful, I would not know.” 


“T want to ask something of you,” said Alex before he could stop himself. 

“Ask something, of me?” 

“Tf I cannot defeat the necromancer, if he gains control over me, I want you to 
come and destroy me. Don’t let me be used by this evil,” said Alex in a pleading 
tone. 

“Yes, I will come,” Salinor agreed slowly. “Though I think there are few 
things you could not overcome, even though you are still young.” 

“Thank you,” said Alex, bowing to the dragon in his thoughts. 


“You should return now,” said Salinor, a strange smile curling his gigantic 
mouth. “Guard your thoughts from the prying of the dark one, and look deeper 
into what your friend Vankin said in his message to you. If I feel the darkness 
overcoming you, I will come as you have asked.” 


Alex bowed once more, and before he could dream himself back across the 
dwarf realm to Neplee, he woke with a start. Jumping out of bed, Alex retrieved 
Whalen’s letter and reread every line of it carefully, pausing on one line that he 
didn’t remember reading at all. 

KK 


“There’s at least a foot of snow on the ground, and there will be another 
before we’ve eaten breakfast.” Thrang turned as Alex entered the common room. 
“If I didn’t know better, I’d ask if you’d conjured up this storm,” he said. 

“Not me,” said Alex, smiling at Thrang. “And Nethrom didn’t conjure it 
either,” he added quickly. 

“Well, we won’t be moving anytime soon,” Thrang grumbled. “So I suppose 
we’ ll have to wait and see what happens.” 

“You know what’s going to happen,” said Alex. “I will go into the mountains 
and face the necromancer.” 

“Madness,” said Thrang, dropping into a chair by the fire. “Ill never 
understand wizards, not if I live to be a thousand years old.” 

“Tt is not madness,” said Alex. “It is simply what has to be done.” 

“Very well. PII ask no more questions,” Thrang said as he got to his feet 
again. “Besides, there’s no time anyway. Turlock has asked us to join him for 
breakfast, and we’d better be on our way,” he said as a guide appeared to lead 
them back to Turlock. 

Once more the city was dark and quiet, though there were a few dwarfs 
moving about this morning. Most of them moved quickly away as Alex and the 
others approached, but a few stayed and silently watched them pass. 

“Our people are not used to strangers,” their guide said. “It has been so long 
since anyone has come to the city.” 

“Do they fear us?” Thrang asked as they walked. 

“In a way they do,” the guide answered. “The evil one in the mountains has 
sent his servants among us before. Now, we have trouble trusting anyone, even 
those we hold most dear.” 

The look on Thrang’s face told Alex all he needed to know. Thrang’s mind 


had been made up, and even if the weather permitted them to leave, he would 
insist that Alex try to free the city of Neplee from the curse of the necromancer. 


Turlock greeted the company as they entered a small feasting hall. A large, 
round table had been set up, and breakfast was already waiting for them. Alex 
thought Turlock looked tired, as if he hadn’t slept in days, so he waited until they 
were almost done with their meal before asking his question. 


“A metal worker?” Turlock asked in response. “We have many metal workers 
in Neplee, though there is little for any of them to do these days.” 


“Who is the best metal worker in the city?” Alex asked. 
“That would be Volo Silverforge—” 


“Volo Silverforge lives here?” Thrang interrupted. “His work is well-known 
and much prized, even in Benorg.” 


“Where can I find Master Silverforge?” Alex asked. 


“T can have someone take you to him,” Turlock answered. “Though I doubt 
he will be willing to help you. He has taken an oath, and refuses to make 
anything that might please or aid Nethrom. He has done no work in the past 
three years.” 


“T would like to come along,” Thrang said, glancing quickly at Alex. “If I 
may.” 
“T think I should go alone at first,” Alex said to Thrang. “It will be less 


imposing, and I may be able to convince Volo to aid me.” 


Thrang reluctantly agreed, though Alex could see that he wasn’t happy about 
it. As soon as they were done eating, Turlock had one of his servants lead Alex 
through the city to Volo’s workshop. Alex asked the dwarf to leave, and then he 
stood for several minutes looking at the door and wondering what kind of dwarf 
Volo Silverforge would be. 


Alex knocked loudly on the workshop door with his staff, but there was no 
answer. Alex wondered if Volo might not be in his workshop, but then he heard 
movement behind the door. He knocked again. He could clearly hear the sound 
of shuffling feet behind the door, but the door remained closed. Smiling to 
himself, Alex raised his staff and knocked a third time. 


“Volo Silverforge, if you do not answer your door after I’ve knocked three 
times, I will blast it off its hinges and turn you into a dormouse,” Alex said 
loudly. 


Slowly the door creaked open, and an ancient-looking dwarf stuck his head 


out from inside the workshop. 


“No need to get angry,” Volo grumbled, looking closely at Alex. “I’m closed 
for business, so you can take your threats and your knocking someplace else.” 


“You prefer to leave the city to Nethrom, then,” said Alex as Volo moved to 
close the door. 


“T prefer to be left alone,” said Volo sharply, opening the door a little wider. 


“So your peace is more important to you than your friends and neighbors 
are,” said Alex, leaning on his staff. 


“We are all in the same boat here,” said Volo, opening the shop door all the 
way. “There is no escape from the curse, and no point in searching for false 
hope.” 

“Tf that’s how you feel, I must have come to the wrong place,” said Alex. “I 
thought Volo Silverforge would be the dwarf who could aid me in riding Neplee 
of its curse, but it appears I was wrong. You should go back to gathering dust 
like your forge; I will find someone else to assist me.” 

“No need to be rude,” said Volo, taking a step out of his shop to get a better 
look at Alex. “I’ve never had a wizard knock on my shop door before, so the 
least I can do is offer you tea.” 

“Then you are willing to discuss a job I need done?” 

“I don’t know about that,” Volo answered, turning back toward his shop. 
“Come inside and have some tea. Pll listen to what you have to say before I tell 
you that you’re mad.” 

Alex smiled and followed Volo into the shop, closing the door behind him. 
Volo shuffled his way across the room and placed a large copper kettle on top of 
his forge, pumping the bellows a few times. Alex took the chair that Volo offered 
him, sitting silently while Volo made their tea. 


Chapter Eighteen 


Necromancer 


You’ve been working with Volo for weeks. Are you going to tell us what 
you’re up to, or are you going to leave us sitting in the dark?” 


Thrang was in a bad mood, and for a moment Alex considered telling him 
what he had planned. Fortunately, Nellus spoke before he had to answer. 

“Sitting in the dark is right. If I don’t feel some wind on my face soon, I think 
Pll die.” 

“The snow is five feet deep around the city gates. The guards have to shovel 
it away every night and morning just to open and close the doors,” Barnabus 
said. 


“There is little snow once you move away from the mountains,” Arconn said. 


“That’s fine for an elf who can move easily on top of the snow,” said Thrang, 
disgruntled. “The rest of us cannot move so easily. And what were you doing so 
far from the gates anyway?” 


“Looking,” Arconn answered. “Feeling what is there.” 


“Elves,” said Thrang, shaking his head and poking at the fire. “You’re almost 
as bad as Alex. If you don’t want to say what you’re doing, fine, but don’t tell us 
how nice it is to be out in the fresh air.” 


“You asked,” said Arconn with a smile. 


“How deep is the snow as you move toward the mountains?” Alex 
questioned. 


“Five or six feet in most places, deeper where it has drifted,” Arconn 
answered after some thought. 


“You had a package with you when you came in last night,” Thrain said, 
suddenly turning to Alex. 


“Yes,” said Alex. 


“Then you’re going to face him soon,” said Arconn, stating what everyone 
else in the room was thinking. 


“T was thinking of going today, if the weather is bad,” said Alex, trying to 
sound hopeful. 


“Tf the weather is bad?” Thrang questioned. 


“Bad weather will make it harder for Nethrom to see me coming. Pll need 
every advantage I can get.” 

“And how will we get up the mountains in six feet of snow and bad weather?” 
Kat asked. 

“You won’t,” Alex answered. 

“If you think you’re going alone, you’ve got another thing coming,” said 
Thrang in a defiant tone. “I forbid you to go by yourself.” 

“That is something you have no say in,” said Alex. “But I thank you for the 
thought.” 

“T will come,” said Arconn. “The snow is not a problem for me, and I can 
help you defeat this evil.” 

“No,” said Alex, his tone almost a command. “This is something I must do 
alone. I know that you would all go with me, even if I did not ask, but I must go 
quickly and alone. That is the only hope I have to defeat the necromancer.” 

Arconn refused to accept Alex’s decision, and none of the others were happy 
about being left behind either. They all knew they could not go into the 
mountains in bad weather, not with so much snow already on the ground, but 
Arconn was inflexible in his decision to go along. 

“At least, if you fail, I can bring word to the others,” Arconn argued. 

“If I fail, you will see the dragon,” said Alex, reaching for the long cloak 
Turlock had given him. “There will be fire on the mountains, and you will know 
the curse is broken.” 

Alex walked quickly to the door, wanting to get on with his plan. The others 
followed him out of the common room, continuing to argue against his decision. 

“If we all went, Nethrom wouldn’t know who to attack first,” said Nellus, but 
unconvincingly. 

“And one of us might be able to attack him. Or at least distract him long 
enough for you to break his power,” Barnabus added. 

“No,” Alex repeated. “I must go alone, and I must go now.” 

“How will you manage in the snow?” Thrain questioned. 

“I will be as the snow,” said Alex. “I will move like the wind and arrive at the 
necromancer’s cave without being seen.” 

“Tt is too dangerous,” Thrang argued. “Couldn’t you ask your dragon friend to 
take care of this, or at least go with you?” 


“Dragons care little for the troubles of other races, even the good dragons like 
my friend,” said Alex. “He has promised not to let me be used by the 
necromancer, and that is as much of a promise as I will ask of him.” 


The others were silent as they moved through the city, but Alex knew they 
were all trying to think of ways to make him change his mind. When they 
reached the city gates, he was surprised to find Turlock waiting for him. 


“Volo said you might be going today,” Turlock said, bowing to Alex. “I 
thought I would wish you luck, as I have little more than that to offer.” 


“Tt is enough that you have come, Lord Turlock,” said Alex with a bow. 


“Ts there anything I can do for you before you go?” Turlock’s eyes were full 
of sorrow. 


“Watch after my friends while I’m away,” Alex answered. “One way or 
another, the curse will be removed from Neplee before I return.” 


“Then I will thank you now, and thank you again when you return.” 


Alex smiled and walked to the gate. The guards bowed to him before 
swinging open the giant stone doors, and then stood back to let him pass. An icy 
wind rushed into the city, snowflakes swirling with it. 


Taking a deep breath of the cold, clean air, Alex turned to look at his friends. 
“T will return as soon as I can. If I am not back before spring, don’t look for me.” 


“Don’t say such things,” said Thrang gruffly. 


Without another word, Alex turned and stepped into the snow, vanishing from 
sight in an instant. It was a spell he had been practicing since the first snows 
began to fall, and he knew it was his best chance to reach the necromancer’s 
cave undetected. Whalen had warned him about wasting his strength trying to 
reach the necromancer, and moving up the mountain without fighting whatever 
monsters the necromancer could send against him seemed like a good idea. 


Becoming a gust of wind was not terribly difficult, but it was dangerous. 
When Alex had first worked the spell, he’d had difficulty returning to his own 
form. The wind was so free that all of his worries slipped away. It was only 
when Volo had started yelling at him for almost blowing out his forge that Alex 
had returned to his own natural shape. 


Not wanting to lose himself in the shape of wind, Alex focused his attention 
on the land around him and began working his way into the mountains. He had 
only a general idea of where Nethrom’s cave would be, and he was worried it 
would take a long time for him to find it. He didn’t want to remain a gust of 


wind for too long, but he also didn’t want to become vulnerable on the 
mountainside in his own shape; and he didn’t want to start fighting until he had 
to. 


By midmorning he was well into the mountains, and he let his mind search 
the land around him, looking for any wild creature that might help him find the 
necromancer. The land was empty, and Alex wondered if it was the winter 
weather or the necromancer that had driven away the wild creatures. He 
continued searching as he moved higher and deeper into the mountains. 


It was late afternoon before Alex saw something moving in the snow below 
him, and he drifted closer to get a better look. He stopped himself from touching 
the creature’s mind when he realized it was one of Nethrom’s undead creations. 
A giant bear, making its way down the mountainside in winter was out of place, 
and Alex was glad he had taken the form of wind and could remain hidden. Alex 
followed the bear’s tracks deeper into the mountains. 


When the last gray light of day was fading, Alex stopped in a large grove of 
trees. He checked to make sure that none of Nethrom’s creatures were nearby, 
then he changed back into himself. After a quick meal, he studied the trees 
around him. Slowly he let his mind slip into the thoughts of the trees, and with a 
simple command, he changed forms once more, this time becoming a giant pine 
in the middle of the grove. 


It was in the shape of the tree that Alex discovered where to look for the cave 
of the necromancer. The tree’s thoughts were slower than his own, slower than 
any living animal. The trees were very much alive, however, and they knew 
things about the undead land around Nethrom’s cave. 


When the sun touched the mountainside once more, Alex changed back into 
the wind. The new day was bright, and the clouds that had covered the 
mountains for weeks had blown away in the night. It was easy for Alex to see 
where he was going, and with the knowledge he had gained from the trees, he 
quickly found the entrance to the cave. 


For a moment Alex thought about entering the cave as the wind, but then he 
thought Nethrom might notice the breeze and possibly capture him before he 
could change back into his natural form. Instead, he stopped a short distance 
from the cave’s mouth and returned to his own form on the wind-blown path. He 
looked around at the crushed and packed snow around him and suspected that 
Nethrom had recently sent a great many creatures out of the cave. 


Moving toward the entrance of the cave, Alex paused. A large treelike 


creature was rooted in the center of the path in front of him. At first, Alex did 
not realize what it was. He had only noticed the strange creature because there 
was no snow or ice on it. As he approached, two great serpent heads swung 
around to watch him, their red eyes shining brightly in the cold morning air. 
Without waiting for the creature to attack, Alex sent a ball of fire toward it, but it 
bounced off, hissing loudly as the fireball sank into a nearby snowdrift. He 
thought about freezing the creature, but since it didn’t seem bothered by the 
winter wind, he didn’t think a freezing spell would have any effect. Moving 
forward carefully, he drew his sword. If magic could not harm this creature, 
perhaps the edge of his sword could. 


One of the serpent heads struck down at Alex as he approached, its reach 
much greater than he’d expected. Alex spun away, dodging the first head and 
watching the second. The second head was only a few seconds behind the first, 
but Alex was ready for it when it came. Sidestepping the attack, Alex brought 
his sword down directly on the creature’s neck. The head went bouncing across 
the snow and burst into flame at the side of the path. 


Stepping back so the remaining head could not reach him, Alex was shocked 
to see two new heads growing from the flailing stump. He was facing three 
heads instead of two, and it seemed he would face more if he continued to 
attack. 


“Hydra,” said Alex under his breath. He remembered the story of Hercules, 
an ancient Greek warrior who had defeated a hydra by cutting off its heads and 
burning the necks before new heads could grow. Unfortunately, Alex didn’t see 
how he’d have time to burn one neck before one of the other heads attacked him. 
It seemed impossible, and he wondered how Hercules had managed it. 


Alex moved away from the hydra, wondering what he should do. It was only 
a matter of time before Nethrom or one of his other creatures became aware of 
him. Now that he was so close to the cave, he had to move quickly, but the hydra 
was something he had not expected. Alex leaned against his staff and looked 
around the snowy path, hoping to see some clue of how to defeat the hydra. 
Icicles hung from the rocks on one side of the path, and Alex jumped when he 
saw his own reflection in them. He looked around to make sure it was only his 
own reflection and not some other creature moving behind him. Then the idea hit 
him, and he smiled at the simplicity of it. 


Moving forward once more, he stopped just beyond the hydra’s reach. He 
gripped his sword firmly in his right hand and turned the end of his staff into a 


blue-white flame. Closing his eyes as he worked the magic, he concentrated on 
what he needed to do. When he opened his eyes again, he laughed as six copies 
of himself looked back at him. 


The hydra could see the seven different versions of Alex, and its heads began 
to move back and forth, trying to watch all the images at the same time. The 
hydra didn’t know which of the figures to attack, and the closer the figures got to 
it the faster it moved its heads. 


The hydra stuck at one of the images to Alex’s left, but the serpent’s head bit 
nothing but snow and ice. Alex shifted his images, moving them around the 
hydra slowly and sometimes toward it. The hydra struck a second time on the far 
side of the path, and Alex knew he would have to wait to launch his own attack. 


Five times the hydra attacked Alex’s false images and five times it found 
nothing. On its sixth attack, Alex struck his own blow, slicing off one of the 
heads with his sword and holding his burning staff against the bleeding neck 
before two new heads could replace it. The hydra recoiled from his staff, but the 
work was already done. Now there were only two heads for Alex to watch, and 
only two heads to watch the seven images of himself. 


Alex continued moving his illusions around the hydra. One head almost 
managed to bite Alex as he was preparing to attack the other head, but he 
managed to slip away. The hydra seemed to realize that it had found something 
real to bite this time, and the second head swung around quickly to attack. Alex 
distracted the first head by having three of his images rush forward at the same 
time. He cut the second head from its neck and once more pressed his burning 
staff to the wound. 


The final head spun around wildly, trying to defend its body from the seven 
attackers surrounding it. Alex almost felt sorry for the hydra, but he knew he had 
to finish the task. He sent five of his images rushing one side of the hydra, 
forcing its last head to turn and face them. As it turned, Alex rolled forward, 
swinging his sword with all his strength, and cut the hydra’s body off as close to 
the ground as he could. The long neck and head of the hydra burst into flames as 
it fell, and Alex applied his burning staff to the stump that was left in the ground. 

The mouth of the cave was open, but the darkness inside it was forbidding. 

Taking a moment to catch his breath, Alex waved his hand and his six 
duplicates faded into mist. He wished he was not alone, but he knew that the 
danger was too great for any of his friends to face. Taking another deep breath of 
the cold morning air, Alex stepped into the dark cave and paused, allowing his 


eyes to grow accustomed to the twilight world he had entered. 


The cave was not completely dark, and once Alex was away from the bright 
entrance, he was a little surprised by how light the cave actually was. Only one 
path led into the mountain and Alex stepped carefully; if Nethrom was already 
aware of Alex’s approach, and if he had managed to gather too many undead 
creatures to defend himself, it might be impossible to reach the necromancer at 
all. 


Alex moved slowly, listening for anything else that might be in the cave with 
him. All he could hear was the sound of dripping water somewhere ahead of 
him. He continued on, growing more nervous as he went. The cave seemed 
empty and quiet, and Alex felt even more worried. 


After several minutes, the path began sloping downward, deeper into the 
mountain, before the cave suddenly opened into a large chamber. Alex paused at 
the entrance, letting his eyes search the darkness for the enemy he knew had to 
be there. There was nothing to see, though, only stone and more darkness. 


Stepping into the cavern, Alex heard a piercingly high squeak, and he raised 
his sword in time to block a huge bat flying down from the ceiling to attack him. 
The bat hit the edge of the sword with such force that it cut itself in two, the 
halves falling to the floor. Alex looked up at the ceiling and saw to his horror 
that there were hundreds of the bats hanging upside down and looking at him. 


He stepped away from the cavern entrance, hoping the bats would not follow 
him, and he noticed something even more terrible. The bat that had cut itself in 
half on his sword was growing slowly into two complete bats, their wings 
flopping along the ground. Without thinking, Alex sent a jet of flame toward the 
two half-grown bats, but they only seemed to grow faster in the heat. 


The light of his flame seemed to stir the rest of the bats, and he could hear the 
creatures beginning to fly about the chamber in front of him, blocking his path. 
He considered for a moment sending more false images of himself into the 
cavern, but given the number of bats he would have to fight, Alex realized it 
would be pointless. 


Another bat shot into the tunnel toward him. He struck it with his staff, 
whispering a freezing spell as he did so. To his surprise, the bat shattered into a 
dozen shining gems. Alex bent down and picked up several gems, and he saw 
that they were real rubies, diamonds, and emeralds. He did not have time to 
think about why the bat had shattered into gems because a second bat flew into 
the cave toward him. Once more Alex shattered it with his staff, and once more 


the shattered pieces of the bat turned into gems. 


Thinking quickly, Alex changed back into his wind form, moving forward 
into the chamber. The bats seemed to be aware of him, but their sonar couldn’t 
detect him hidden in the breeze. They flew around the cavern in a frenzy, 
clustering in circles in front of the passage that would lead Alex deeper into the 
mountain and barring his path. 


Moving to the center of the chamber, Alex thought of the bright cold morning 
on the mountainside. He whispered the freezing spell softly, afraid to be heard, 
and as the bat’s movements stilled around him, he spoke another command like 
thunder. His voice rolled through the cavern, shattering bats and showering him 
with gems. 


Alex knew the thunderclap command would surely alert Nethrom to his 
presence, but it was the only way he could think of to shatter all the bats at one 
time. Alex didn’t take time to examine the cavern, now covered in jewels, but 
hurried forward, hoping that he was ready to face the necromancer and whatever 
other creatures he still had waiting. 


The cave went on and on, and Alex began to worry. He didn’t have any idea 
how long it would take him to reach Nethrom, and the deeper into the cave he 
went, the more nervous he became. Suddenly, he stopped short, catching himself 
against the cave wall as bits of rock flew out from his feet into empty darkness. 


He had stopped at the threshold of what appeared to be another chamber, but 
this one seemed to have no floor. A dim light shone upward from deep below, 
but even with the extra light, Alex could not see the far side of the chamber. He 
put his sword back in its scabbard and leaned against his staff. He was breathing 
hard from his journey into the mountain, and he had to force himself to relax and 
breathe slowly and think. 


As the sound of his beating heart slowed in his ears, Alex heard a new sound, 
the sound of digging far below him. Carefully he moved toward the edge of the 
cavern and looked down into the dim light. Far below him, he could see 
movement, like hundreds of ants digging in the earth. He watched the shapes 
moving about until he realized what they were. Hundreds of long-dead dwarfs 
were digging at the roots of the mountain as if that were the only thing they had 
ever done. Nethrom was using his own dead people to mine for him, and 
somehow that was more evil than anything Alex had expected. A feeling of rage 
began to grow inside of Alex. 


Alex looked around for some way down to the miners. He did not know what 


he would do if he reached them, or what they might do to him, but he wanted 
more than anything to give the dead dwarfs the rest they deserved. The path he 
had been following turned sharply to his left as it came out of the cave mouth, 
moving down the face of the cliff. The path was narrow but well made, and Alex 
hurried down it. 


He tried to calm himself as he descended the cliff wall, but his outrage burned 
inside him like a flame that would not go out. Alex wondered at how evil 
Nethrom had become, and at how he could have changed so much from the 
dwarf who had once helped the people of Neplee. That the same dwarf had 
enslaved the dead of his own people was too much for Alex to understand. 


When he reached the bottom of the cliff, Alex turned to face the miners, 
wanting to speak to them and tell them that he would return them to their rest. 
He was surprised to find that the miners had all stopped working and were 
moving toward him like moths to a flame. He gripped his staff, wondering if the 
undead dwarfs would try to stop him from reaching Nethrom and if he would 
have to destroy them to end their torment. 


“Hail, great one,” one of the dwarfs called out to Alex. “We have heard the 
clap of doom, and we know our time here is short.” 

“You know?” Alex questioned. 

“Your coming was foretold long ago.” 

“Foretold by who?” Alex asked. 

“Tt is not for us to say,” the dwarf answered. “It is enough for us to know you 
have come, and that our deliverance is near.” 

“Quickly, then,” said Alex, not wanting to give Nethrom any more time to 
prepare for him than he had to. “Where do I find the necromancer? Which path 
leads to him?” 

“Do not fear, he does not know of your coming,” said the dwarf with what 
might have been a smile. “We are bound to dig for him, but we are not bound to 
do more.” 

“How could he not know I am here? You heard the thunderclap—” Alex 
started doubtfully. 

“We blocked the sound from passing,” the dwarf answered. “The evil will not 
know you have come until you show yourself to him.” 

“Then I am grateful for your help,” said Alex. “I will give you back your rest, 
but I must act quickly.” 


“There is one more guardian you must face before you will find the dark 
one,” said the dwarf. “A golem made of stone. It is bound to guard the entrance 
to the dark one’s prison.” 


“Prison?” Alex questioned. 


“Nethrom is not the evil,” answered the dwarf. “He is only a foolish dwarf 
who did not know what he had found until it was too late. He is controlled by a 
greater darkness. He has nearly escaped in the past, but the evil needs Nethrom’s 
form to have power in this world. The evil fears what will happen if Nethrom 
ever escapes.” 

“I understand,” said Alex, considering the dwarf’s words. “Is there anything I 
can do for you—apart from destroying this evil?” 


“If you will,” the dwarf said slowly. “In life, I was named Set, lord and 
defender of the dwarf realm of Thraxon. My heir, Thorgood, now rules Thraxon, 
but he rules without my crown. My crown was broken when I died in this place, 
binding the evil to these caves, but I have the pieces still. Will you take my 
broken crown to my heir? Give it to him so that all will know he is the true 
king.” 

“You would trust me with your crown?” Alex asked. 


“You were foretold,” Set replied. “Take my crown to Thorgood, but you must 
ask what promise he has made for its return before you show it to him.” 


“T will do as you ask,” said Alex, bowing. 


“You honor me,” said Set as he returned the bow. “You will find the crown 
waiting for you in the first chamber as you leave. Remember to ask Thorgood 
about his promise. Farewell, and may fortune smile on you always.” 


The rest of the dwarfs parted to make a path for Alex to follow, murmuring 
words of thanks to him as he passed. Alex looked at their faces as he went, 
allowing himself to feel their sorrows and their hopes. 


At the far side of the cavern, Alex found yet another cave opening. This time, 
though, there were torches in the cave, and the brightness of them dazzled Alex’s 
eyes. He rubbed his eyes as he stepped forward, trying to remain as quiet as he 
could. The dwarfs in the great cavern may have blocked the sound of his spell 
from reaching Nethrom, but Alex feared Nethrom would be searching for him 
just the same. 


As the cave walls extended back into yet another chamber, Alex saw the stone 
golem standing in the center of the cavern, facing the cave mouth. It began 


moving as soon as Alex stepped into the chamber. The golem was a slow- 
moving creature, and it looked as if it took great effort to move its huge stone 
legs. 

Alex thought he could easily avoid the golem and find the path to Nethrom, 
but even as slow as it was, the golem was relentless. Alex went to the far end of 
the chamber as he looked for the path, and the golem followed. When Alex 
moved to another part of the chamber, the golem moved with him. It seemed the 
stone creature’s only task was to attack anyone who entered the chamber. 


The golem almost caught him once, but Alex was able to slip under its 
outstretched arms before it could grab him. The golem was quickly becoming a 
nuisance, preventing Alex from finding the path that led to Nethrom, a path 
obviously hidden somewhere in the chamber. With the golem continually 
following him wherever he moved, however, Alex had no time to look closely at 
the walls and find the hidden path. 


“Fine,” Alex said as he tried to think of some way to destroy, or at least 
disable, the golem. 


For the first time, Alex looked closely at the stone creature that was following 
him. Its face—or at least the features where a face should be—was roughly 
carved. The golem’s body was massive and appeared to be made from a single, 
solid stone. There were no cracks or marks on the stone body, and the rock 
seemed to bend whenever the golem moved its arms or legs. 


Alex worked his magic quickly, encasing the monster in ice. He thought 
freezing the creature in place would be the simplest solution, allowing him to 
move past it and on to the necromancer. For a second, he thought his plan had 
worked, but the golem was much stronger than he’d anticipated. As the golem 
continued to try to move toward him, the massive block of ice started to crack, 
and in less than a minute it had shattered and the golem was free. 


The shattering ice gave Alex another idea. He sent a bolt of frost from his 
staff into the golem’s body. The monster slowed, its movements becoming even 
stiffer than before, but it still didn’t stop. Knowing that the stone body was now 
much colder than any ice, Alex charged forward and struck the golem with his 
staff, hoping to shatter the stone the way he had shattered the bats. A few bits of 
rock broke away where the staff hit, and the golem seemed to vibrate, but that 
was all. 


Cold would not work, and fire was out of the question in the confined, 
underground battlefield. Alex tried to think of something else, something that 


wouldn’t alert the necromancer to his presence. He considered changing the 
golem into something else, but that was too dangerous. The monster was made 
of stone and magic, and not knowing how the magic worked meant that any 
change Alex might try could turn the golem into something even more deadly. 


The answer came to him in a flash, and Alex almost smiled at the idea. Long 
ago, when the company had first entered Thraxon, he had seen trees clinging to 
the steep sides of the mountains, their roots digging into the solid stone. He sent 
his magic searching, and it didn’t take long for him to find what he needed. The 
land around the necromancer’s cave was a wasteland, but there were still roots of 
living things hidden underground. It only took seconds before the far wall of the 
cave began to crack and fall apart like clay, and the noise and motion distracted 
the golem. 


For a moment, the golem just stood there, as if frozen to the spot. Living roots 
wriggled out of the stone wall, slithered across the floor, and wrapped around the 
golem’s feet. The monster tried to move away, but the vinelike roots were too 
fast. Larger, stronger roots were already wrapping themselves around the 
golem’s body. As Alex watched, the creature of magic and stone was dragged 
toward to the crumbling wall and slowly pulled into the darkness beyond. 


It was time to face the necromancer. Alex moved to the far end of the 
chamber, and now that he had time to look, he easily found the door hidden in 
the stone wall. The door was barred from the outside, and Alex felt sure that 
meant that Set had been right. Nethrom was still fighting the darkness, still 
fighting the evil he’d unknowingly set free. 

Removing the iron bar from across the door, Alex put his hand on the handle 
and stopped. He stood motionless, remembering the advice Whalen had given 
him: Defend yourself, and try to turn the necromancer’s own powers against 
him. Attack only when you must. He thought about what he was about to face, 
but after a moment of hesitation, he shook his head. He had come this far and to 
hesitate now would be both foolish and deadly. Without waiting any longer to 
think or worry about what might happen, he threw open the door to the hiding 
place of the necromancer. 


“Ah, you’ve come at last,” said an ancient-looking dwarf sitting at a table. 
“Silence!” a second voice screamed. 


Nethrom’s body went rigid, every muscle suddenly contracting. It looked as if 
the old dwarf had stopped breathing, and his face was pale. Alex looked around 
the room, searching for the source of the second voice, but there was no one else 


he could see. Slowly, Nethrom started to breathe, but each breath was clearly a 
struggle to draw in and force out. 


“T should have realized that you would be in the one place I never thought to 
look,” the second voice said from Nethrom’s mouth. 


“T think it best to be where I’m not expected,” said Alex calmly. 


“Cursed crystal—I should have known it would show me nothing of value,” 
Nethrom said as he pushed his chair away from the table and slowly stood up. It 
seemed like he was trying to remember how to breathe, to remember how his 
body moved. “Still, it has some powers that are useful.” 


Alex glanced at the crystal on the desk, realizing that it was the same as the 
crystal he had once recovered for the Oracle of the White Tower. 


“The crystal will not willingly work for evil.” 
“Most things won’t, but I manage just the same.” 
“You admit you’re evil, then,” said Alex, surprised by the simple confession. 


“Why not? I have lived too long to deceive myself, and I care not what others 
think,” said Nethrom. 


“Then you know why I have come,” said Alex, moving a little farther into the 
room. 


“To test your strength against me, of course,” answered Nethrom, laughing 
slyly. “To call me to account for what I have done.” 


“And to free those you have enslaved with your power,” Alex added. 


“Noble tasks, though foolish,” said Nethrom. “And all for nothing, really. 
What need have we to fight—two great powers in a land of small people? Surely 
we can settle any disputes without resorting to violence.” 


“Are you willing to give up your evil?” 

“Are you willing to give up your life?” 

“We give up when we are dead, and even then the struggle will often go on,” 
Alex answered. 

“You speak of Set and his miners. They are a small matter. One I could easily 
do without,” said Nethrom carelessly. “My powers do not rely on my servants, 
and they do not bend simply because wizards wish them to.” 

“Have you strayed so far from wisdom, Nethrom?” Alex questioned. 

“That is not my name,” shouted the dwarf, a pained look crossing his face. 
“Nethrom was nothing—a fool caught up in his learning. I am Mog, the ancient 


one, the destroyer of souls.” 


“T see,” said Alex. “And yet you have not been able to destroy Nethrom. He 
still fights against you. Why else would you lock yourself in this dungeon?” 


“His efforts are meaningless,” Mog answered angrily, picking up a short staff 
made of black stone. “I have taken his body and his power. All he can now do is 
play the fly, buzzing in circles but having no sting.” 


“Yet you fear him,” said Alex as he took another step forward. 


“Fear is for the weak,” Mog spat back. “I fear nothing in this world, least of 
all a half-witted dwarf.” 


“Then I must destroy you,” said Alex, raising his staff. 
“You can try, but you will fail, as others have failed.” 


Before Alex could move, he felt himself swept away from the dark chamber 
where he faced the necromancer. He blinked to clear his eyes of the dark mist 
that seemed to flow around him, and he looked up at the imposing figure of 
Mog. 

“Behold, boy, my true form,” Mog called loudly. 


For a moment Alex couldn’t breathe. Nethrom’s body grew into a giant and 
his head turned into something insectlike. His eyes glowed an evil green, and 
long, dripping fangs extended from his mouth. He was more terrible than Alex 
had thought possible, yet there was something inside Alex that made him feel 
pity rather than fear. 


“Let me show you the power you face now,” Mog growled. “Let me give you 
a sample of what I am and what I can do.” 


Flames leaped up around as Alex as far as he could see. The entire world 
seemed to be engulfed in a giant ball of flame, and for a moment Alex was afraid 
he would burn with it, but, strangely, the flames had no effect on him. He could 
feel the flames around him, but they were simply warm and felt like a summer 
breeze. 


“You hide your pain well, boy,” Mog called, looking down at Alex. “I know 
the pain of the flames. There is no need for you to hold your tongue.” 


Alex did not answer the creature, but watched as the necromancer began to 
move through the flames. Alex realized that the flames and the entire world 
around him was nothing more than an illusion created by Mog. 


“Perhaps something else will pain you even more,” Mog sneered. 
The flames vanished as he spoke, replaced by thousands of lightning bolts 


which shattered the rocky ground where they struck. Alex felt several of the 
bolts strike him, but there was no power in them. He knew then that nothing 
Mog did in the pretend world could possibly harm him. 


“You cast an interesting illusion,” said Alex, catching one of the lightning 
bolts in his hand. “For a moment, I almost thought it was real.” 


3 


“Real enough,” said Mog, still sneering at Alex. “Whatever I create here, I 
can create in the world. Whatever pain you feel here will be nothing compared to 
the unending pain you will feel when I am through with you.” 


“Then why show me this foolishness?” Alex questioned, carelessly tossing 
the lightning bolt aside. “If you are so mighty, why waste my time with mere 
illusion?” 

“To give you a chance, boy,” answered Mog, his voice shaking with anger. “I 
am not cruel, and I do not destroy without a reason. Join me and share my 
power. Together we could do so much.” 

“You would do only evil,” said Alex, waving his staff. Mog’s imagined world 
vanished. “You can’t create anything new; you can only call back what once 


” 


was. 

“You are a fool,” said Mog from Nethrom’s body. “A brave fool, perhaps, but 
a fool just the same.” 

“T will give you one chance to depart. Leave Nethrom and return to the 
darkness from whence you came,” said Alex, lifting his staff. 

Mog roared in reply, raising his own staff in a sweeping motion and spreading 
fire over the floor around Alex. Alex felt the heat of the flames and knew that 
this time the fire was real, yet he did not move nor did he try to counter the spell. 

“Feel the heat of dragon fire, boy!” Mog laughed. “Begin to feel the pain that 
I will inflict upon you.” 

Reaching out, Alex took hold of the fire. It seemed almost alive in his hand. 
Mog had cast a spell of dragon fire, but he did not know that Alex was both a 
dragon lord and part dragon. The fire would obey him, not Mog. Alex pulled the 
fire together in his hand and swung it at Mog like a whip. 

Mog screamed in surprise and pain as the flames struck him, throwing him 
back against the far wall of the chamber. 

Alex coiled the flames for a second strike, but Mog spun away before he 
could land another blow. 


“I see you’ve mastered fire,” Mog said. “An impressive feat for any wizard, 


Pl not deny it. But I have other weapons—other, more deadly, ways of dealing 
with you.” 

Mog spun his staff quickly and an ice-cold blast of air hit Alex, pushing him 
back toward the wall. The cold tore at him, burning his bare hands and face as 
the air rushed over him. He felt strangely tired, and for a moment all he could 
think about was sleep. Shaking his head, Alex cleared his thoughts, and, raising 
his own staff, he turned away Mog’s spell. One wall of the chamber went white 
with ice as the spell hit it. Mog raised his staff once more. 


Alex was quicker this time, and he cast a spell of his own, a binding spell that 
would keep Mog from moving. He needed time to think, to warm his cold, numb 
hands, and to clear his mind. Fighting off Mog’s spells was slowly draining his 
power, and he wondered how long he could keep it up. 

Mog struggled against Alex’s spell, but he was unable to break it. After 
several seconds he stood still, and Alex knew that Mog was gathering his own 
power to break the binding. Focusing his thoughts on the spell, Alex struggled to 
keep the binding in place, and for a brief moment he thought he’d succeeded, but 
then with a loud snapping sound, Mog broke free. The creature staggered 
slightly and leaned against the table, catching his breath. 

Alex leaned against his staff, breathing hard after his effort to keep the 
binding spell in place. In the back of his mind, the wild, reckless feelings that he 
had been trying to understand for the last few months began to stir. 

Mog moved suddenly, sending a blast of bloodred light at Alex. 

The light hit Alex in the chest, throwing him against the cavern wall and 
knocking the breath out of him. He looked up to see the effort on the creature’s 
face, the pain that it was costing him to keep the spell in place. Alex, however, 
didn’t feel any pain; the true-silver mail he was wearing under his shirt had 
deflected the spell from him and sent it back to Mog. 

“Curse you!” Mog shouted, breaking the spell. “That spell has killed more 
powerful wizards than you.” 

“Yet I remain,” said Alex, pushing himself away from the wall. 

“Not for long.” 

A blast of green light hit Alex like a hammer, driving him to his knees. There 
was no pain in this light, but it was full of feelings. His mind spun as memories 
he had thought all but forgotten returned to him. All of his darkest thoughts, his 
fears, and his sorrows seemed to gather around him like a mist as Mog continued 


to dig them out of Alex’s own past. 
Alex felt himself weakening little by little, unable to resist Mog’s spell. 


Mog pressed his advantage, forcing Alex’s thoughts further back in time, 
drawing out the worst things that had ever happened to him. 


Alex fell to the ground, his body suddenly too heavy for him to hold up. 
Darkness filled his mind with the memories and feelings Mog was forcing out of 
him. Alex knew the battle was lost. He would not be able to break Mog’s spell; 
he would be destroyed. It was pointless to go on, pointless to resist the darkness. 


Fight! a voice shouted in the back of Alex’s brain. Reach out and take the 
power that is waiting for you to claim it. 

It was a voice Alex had heard before, a voice that had told him what he 
needed to know when he’d fought other evils. This was his O’Gash, his sixth 
sense. Alex lifted his head and tried to focus on his enemy, but something hit 
him like a massive fist, driving him back to the floor. 


Alex’s deepest sorrow flooded into his mind. He was alone in a dimly lit 
room, standing in front of a coffin, a coffin that had only just been closed. Mog’s 
spell began to lift the lid to reveal what lay inside, but Alex already knew what 
he would see: the pale face of his own mother, dead when Alex was only seven 
years old. 

His mind raced with fear and with sorrow and with a desire Alex had never 
felt before. His body shook as he realized that he wanted the coffin lid to lift; he 
wanted to use the dark magic to call his mother back to the world of the living. 
More than anything, Alex wanted his mother to answer the questions that 
plagued him. Why had she never explained what his father had been? Why had 
she taken Alex to a world that held little magic? Why had she never told him 
about the family that should have been his? 

He looked down on his mother’s coffin and rage replaced his sorrow. 

It will do no good, the O’Gash said calmly. She had her own reasons, and she 
did what she did because she loved you. Calling back the dead is not the answer 
you are looking for. 

“Use the magic!” Mog’s voice screamed from nowhere. “Rip the truth from 
those who have deceived you.” 

The coffin began to shake, its lid slowly opening. Alex closed his eyes, not 
wanting to see what was happening, but he could still hear the creaking of the 
coffin lid. With all the strength he had left, Alex lifted his right hand and reached 


out for something that had been waiting for him all of his life. 


“Do it!” Mog shouted in excitement. “Take hold of the darkness, and live 
forever!” 


“No,” Alex growled in a voice that shook the mountain around him. 


The reckless, wild power of the dragon surged through him as he fought off 
the despair. The flames of power rose up, filling Alex’s whole body. He got back 
to his feet, and Mog’s spell burned away like paper. A blast of golden light shot 
from Alex’s staff, throwing Mog across the room into a shelf full of books. Mog 
looked up, startled and afraid, as a second blast hit him in the chest. His stone 
staff shattered into a million pieces. 

Mog fell to his hands and knees, struggling to get back to his feet. 

Alex moved forward, the reckless power changing him as he walked. When 
he stood over the broken body of Nethrom, he looked like a man made of golden 
flames. 

“Dragon,” said Mog in an awed whisper before collapsing to the floor. 

A piercing scream filled the ancient chamber where Alex stood, and the dark 
shadow of Mog slowly lifted from the body of Nethrom. The shadow hovered 
for a moment as if trying to take shape, but Alex brushed it away with a wave of 
his hand, and it vanished without another sound. 

Slowly, the feeling of reckless power began to slip away, and Alex found 
himself kneeling beside Nethrom’s body. He was cold and worn out; he felt like 
he had just been sick. He gulped in the cool, damp air of the cavern, wiping 
sweat off his face with his sleeve. 

After what felt like a long time, Nethrom stirred, his eyes opening slightly to 
look at Alex. 

“You came,” said Nethrom weakly. “You saved me from my own foolish 
mistake.” 

“T did what I had to do,” Alex said softly. 

“Thank you,” Nethrom whispered. “Thank you for freeing me and my 
people.” 

“How did you find this place? How did you know it was here?” Alex asked. 

“The order,” Nethrom managed to whisper. “The order of Malgor.” 

Alex did not have time to ask anything more as Nethrom’s eyes slipped out of 
focus and he let out his final breath. 


Chapter Nineteen 


Return from Darkness 


You have done well, young one, Salinor spoke in Alex’s mind. Now you must 
return to your friends. You have been too long in the darkness of the mountain. 

“T’m so tired,” said Alex, looking around as he tried to find the dragon. 

You must go, Salinor repeated. You can rest later. 

“As you wish,” answered Alex, struggling to get up. 

When he opened his eyes, Alex wasn’t sure if he was awake or dreaming. 
Darkness was all around him, and only the cold stone floor beneath him 
reminded him of where he was. Slowly he got to his feet, using his staff to help 
him stand. His head spun, and he stumbled sideways, bumping into something 
solid. 

It was all he could do to conjure a single faint weir light, its dim glow 
reflected back to him by the crystal on Nethrom’s table. Without thinking, Alex 
reached out and took the crystal, but he was too tired to put it inside his magic 
bag. Instead, he held it close to him with his free hand and pushed himself away 
from the table with his other hand. 


It was difficult for Alex to find his way out of the room. He was dizzy, and 
the feeble light he’d conjured did little to illuminate the path. He managed to 
close the door to Nethrom’s prison behind him and then staggered across the 
chamber where he’d faced the golem. He felt like the weight of the mountain 
was pressing down on him. 

The great cavern where he’d met the dwarf king, Set, was empty, and Alex 
hoped that that meant the king and his long-dead people had finally found their 
rest. As he made his way slowly across the wide floor, the darkness continued to 
press in on him, but he knew he had to go on, to return to his friends. 


Pausing at the bottom of the cliff to rest, Alex looked up. He could not see 
very far in the darkness, but he felt a sudden surge of energy. He had to hurry. 
The darkness was growing heavier, and he could feel it all around him, trying to 
hold him where he was. More than once he had to stop and rest on the long 
climb to the top of the cliff, but each time he stopped, he felt the same urge to 
hurry push him forward. He longed for the feel of the wind on his face, but the 
air in the cave was deathly still. 


By the time Alex reached the first chamber he’d entered, he was barely 
moving. His feet slid across the stone floor, and each movement took all the 
strength he could find. Only a strange light in the chamber drew him on, and 
when he stepped into the light, he had to blink to focus his eyes. 


In the center of the chamber was a circle of torches. The jewels that had once 
been bats had been gathered into a great pile, and on the top of the pile sat the 
broken crown of Set. It had once been a beautiful crown of true silver, inlayed 
with gold and precious stones, and on its top was a star sapphire as large as an 
egg. The sapphire had been cut in half along with the crown, and Alex felt a 
great sorrow that such a beautiful object had been destroyed. 


He thought he would leave the gems where they were, not having the energy 
to put them into his magic bag, but he had promised Set he would return the 
crown to Thorgood. He took a deep breath, and was pleased to discover that 
when he simply thought, treasure room, Set’s crown, along with the entire pile of 
jewels, vanished into his magic bag. 

Alex closed his eyes, trying to gather the strength to go on. It seemed only a 
moment later when he opened his eyes again, but the torches had almost gone 
out, and he realized he’d been standing still for a very long time. He felt stiff and 
found it difficult to move, but the sudden, loud crashing sound of stone falling 
on stone in the tunnel behind him told him that he had to move quickly. 


Daylight shining into the mouth of the cave gave Alex hope, and he moved as 
quickly as he could to reach it. A cold breeze blew across his face as he left the 
cave, and he wiped away the tears that the bright light brought to his eyes. A 
huge weight seemed to lift from him as he stepped into the icy snow, and the 
cold, clean air woke him as if from a deep sleep. He crunched his way through 
the snow, moving away from the cave of the necromancer. Alex paused to look 
back just before he turned round the bend in the path. He felt the mountain 
shake, and as he watched, the cave crumbled into an unrecognizable pile of 
stones. 


It was only then that Alex realized that he had been holding the mountain in 
check. It had been the weight of the mountain that had been pressing down on 
him, trying to cover the dark caverns below, and it had been his own 
unconscious will that had held it back. The realization shocked him, but he was 
too tired and weak to worry about it too much. If he had held back the mountain 
without knowing it, well, that was fine. At least he’d managed to get out before 
the caves had collapsed on top of him. 


Alex started down the path once more, but it was slow going. The snow was 
deep, and he was still weak. After he’d walked a little more than a mile, he sat 
down in the snow to rest. He ate some dried meat from his magic bag and drank 
a great deal of water. He didn’t remember water ever tasting so good before, or 
the air smelling so fresh. When he began to feel the cold bite of winter, he got up 
and started down the mountain again. 


He thought about changing into a bird or a breeze, but the transformation 
spell seemed too difficult. Besides, he wasn’t sure he would be strong enough to 
change back to himself when he reached Neplee. 


Alex made his way slowly through the untouched snow of the Lost 
Mountains on foot. He was careful not to slip as he went along; the last thing he 
wanted right now was to roll down an icy mountainside and be covered with 
snow. 


When the sun began to sink in the west, Alex began looking for a place to 
spend the night. He knew the clear sky would make the night much colder than 
the day had been. Normally, he could withstand the cold in the form of a tree, or 
he would conjure a fire to keep himself warm. He still felt too tired to change his 
shape, though, and he wasn’t sure he could sustain a fire all through the night. 
Instead he found a sheltered spot close to some trees where a old pine had fallen. 
After resting for several minutes, he was able to ignite a small pile of branches 
with the inferno spell he knew so well, and he was grateful for the warmth the 
fire offered. 


The night was long and cold, but even though Alex was terribly tired, he did 
not sleep. Instead he spent the time thinking about what had happened in the 
darkness below the mountain. An incredible amount of power had flowed 
through him when he needed it, a power he had not known was possible. It had 
come to him, filling him with both a wild recklessness and a joy he could not 
describe in words. 


Then there was Mog’s final word before he fled from Nethrom’s body. 
“Dragon,” Alex finally said to himself in the darkness. 


That was the name Mog had given him, the name Salinor had suggested that 
Alex would one day take, and the name he had been afraid of since he had first 
felt its power. Now that the reckless power had rescued him from despair, and, in 
a way, had become part of him, Alex knew why he was so weak. When he had 
released the power of the dragon and forced himself away from it, it had drained 
him. He also knew that the power was still there, waiting for him to call on it, or 


for some need to force it out of him. He knew that he would have to learn more 
about this power. But he could only do that if he took the shape of the dragon. 


“Not yet,” said Alex to the blowing wind. “Not yet.” 


He also thought about Nethrom’s final words, his answer to the question Alex 
had asked: The order of Malgor. Alex’s thoughts ran through his mind like the 
winter wind, and he was unable to hold on to them for long. 


In the cold hour before dawn, Alex built up his fire and cooked some food. 
He wasn’t really hungry, but he knew he should eat. He didn’t know how long he 
had been in the mountains. He could remember the two days it took to reach the 
necromancer, but he had no idea how long he’d been in the dark caverns under 
the mountain, asleep. It felt like a long time, but that might have been because 
he’d woken in darkness. 


When the sun rose, he was ready to move again. For a moment, Alex 
considered taking a form other than his own so he could return to Neplee more 
quickly. He felt stronger, but still he hesitated. A part of him wanted to take the 
shape of the dragon, the shape that was at least part of what he was. But he knew 
that taking the dragon form now would be foolish; he wasn’t sure what changes 
it would make in him, and he wasn’t even sure he would ever return to his 
friends if he took that shape now. 


Instead he struggled through the snow on foot, slipping and falling several 
times as he went. He had no path to follow, but he knew he had to go down to 
get out of the mountains. He made good time in the beginning, but as the day 
wore on, he began to stumble more and more. The paths he chose through the 
trees often ended in snowdrifts that were taller than he was, and the cold 
mountain air was draining his body of heat. 


Finally, when the sun was dropping behind the mountains once more, Alex 
came to a huge drift of snow. It looked as if all the snow on one side of the 
mountain had slipped into the valley, blocking his path completely. He walked 
along the drift away from the mountain, only to find his path blocked by a raging 
river full of ice. There was no way to move forward and no place he could take 
shelter for the night. 

“Very well,” said Alex to the shadows gathering around him. “I will change, 
but not to the dragon form. I’m not ready for that. Not yet.” 

Taking a moment to gather his thoughts, Alex took the shape of an eagle. 
Lifting his arms—now wings—he rose from the frozen ground with little effort. 
The cold wind whipped around him, but his new feathers kept him warm. He 


circled once above the river and then soared higher into the sky, becoming 
familiar with his new shape. 


Flying, Alex discovered, was wonderful, even better than being a breeze. The 
mountains slipped away behind him as he glided on the wind, catching the last 
rays of the setting sun. His eagle eyes could see every detail of the land below 
him, even the small white rabbits that ran across the snow-covered meadows. 


When the first stars came out, Alex flew lower, trying to stay out of the wind 
that blew across the mountaintops. He could feel the warm air of the day rising 
along the mountainsides, and he tried to stay as close to that as possible. He also 
tried to fly quickly, which was easy to do in the eagle’s body. Neplee was not far 
away, and he felt a sudden urge to get there, an urge that did not come from fear 
or worry, but from his desire to see his friends. 


As the moon rose into the sky, Alex spotted the dwarf city in the distance. 
Bright torches had been lit beside the city gates, which had been left partway 
open. Diving down to get a better look, Alex saw that several heavily wrapped 
dwarfs were tending the torches, and he realized that they had been lit to guide 
him back from the mountains. 


For a moment Alex considered taking his own form at the gate and receiving 
the welcome of the dwarfs. He knew how happy Turlock would be now that the 
curse had been lifted and the necromancer was gone. He could imagine his 
friends’ happy faces and their questions about what he had done and how he had 
managed to defeat Mog. 


It was that thought that made up Alex’s mind for him. He was tired and 
wanted to rest before answering any questions. He decided to stay in eagle form 
for the night, resting in the trees nearby until morning. When morning came, he 
would change to himself and, rested, greet his friends and the happy dwarfs who 
waited for him. 


Alex found a giant pine to settle in for the night, not far from the gates of the 
city. He folded his wings close to him, though he wasn’t at all cold. Then he 
closed his eyes, and without really falling asleep, he rested. 


As he rested, his mind took flight once more as the eagle, and the feeling of 
freedom that the form gave him made him happy. He let his dream self fly over 
the mountains and across the open plains, soaring in the warm sunlight. It was a 
pleasant, restful dream, and when his dream self returned before dawn, he felt 
better than he had in a long time. 


Opening the eagle’s eyes, Alex saw that the torches were still burning at the 


city gates. Several dwarfs were already working to clear away the snow that had 
blown around the gates during the night. 


The day was just growing light when Alex saw Arconn step lightly onto the 
snow and start off toward the mountains. He passed the pine Alex was sitting in, 
and Alex called to him, forgetting that the eagle had no true voice. Arconn 
paused to look around and then he hurried on. Alex saw the determined look on 
Arconn’s face, and he realized his friend was going into the mountains to look 
for him. He called out once more and took flight, not wanting Arconn to go too 
far before he could catch up and change back to himself. 


Arconn moved fast over the frozen snow, and Alex was glad he had not 
changed back to his own form before trying to follow. He had to flap his wings 
hard to overtake his friend because there was no morning wind to help him. 
When he reached Arconn, Alex called once more, circling and coming to rest on 
the ground in front of the elf. 


“What is this?” said Arconn in surprise. 


Alex returned to his own shape. “It is what you are looking for, and what 
would have found you this morning, if you hadn’t started off so early.” 


“Alex!” Arconn yelled in surprise and delight, rushing forward and throwing 
his arms around his friend. “We’ve been so worried about you. Turlock has kept 
the city gates open for the past week, hoping the light would help guide you 
back.” 

“The past week?” Alex questioned. “How long have I been gone? It seems 
that today would only be the fifth or sixth day since I left Neplee.” 

“You’ve been gone fourteen days, Alex,” said Arconn. “Kat told us that you’d 
succeeded in defeating the evil on the evening of the second day, and we’ve been 
expecting you ever since then. We never thought it would take you so long to 
return after you’d found and defeated the necromancer so quickly.” 

“T slept for a long time,” Alex said. “I was asleep beneath the mountains for 
ten days, and then Salinor woke me.” 


“Salinor?” Arconn questioned. 


“Forgive me, I spoke without thinking,” Alex answered, shocked that he’d 
spoken the dragon’s name out loud. “I should not have said his name. Please, 
forget what I said.” 


“But there is no need,” Arconn said. “It is a name I know from long ago. I 
told you once that I knew a dragon—a dragon that was not evil, do you 


remember?” 


“Yes, I remember,” Alex answered, thinking back. “That was before I really 
believed in dragons, when I knew almost nothing of them.” 


“Yes,” said Arconn. “And now I find that you’ve met the same dragon that I 
once did. You know him by the same name that I know him by, the name that I 
have never spoken to another living soul.” 


“And I should not have spoken it now,” Alex said dejectedly. “I simply forgot 
to keep his name secret, and it is only a lucky chance that you are the one who 
heard it.” 


“Hardly luck,” said Arconn seriously. “Ever since we left the Isle of Bones, I 
have wanted to tell you about Salinor. I felt something pushing me to tell you his 
name, some desire to share it with you that I could not understand.” 


“So you think he meant for us to know? Did Salinor want us to talk about him 
to each other? Or at least know that we both had met the same dragon?” 


“T am certain of it, though I cannot guess why,” said Arconn. “The ways of 
dragons are difficult to understand, and Salinor is perhaps the most difficult, as 
he is the oldest dragon of all.” 


“Then we should not try to reason out his motives, at least not here and now,” 
Alex added with a laugh. “We should return to the city so the rest of our 
company can stop worrying.” 

“Yes, that would be best,” agreed Arconn. “Will you change shape again, or 
do you prefer to walk in the snow?” 


“Tt would be quicker if I changed, but the walk is not a long one, and I’d like 
to talk a little before we rejoin the others,” said Alex. 


They turned and started off toward the dwarf city, Arconn walking across the 
top of the snow and Alex crunching along beside him. As they went, they talked 
about Salinor and the ways of dragons, though Alex did not mention anything 
that Salinor had told him about his true nature or his family. He thought it best to 
keep that information a secret, at least for the time being. 


Alex did ask Arconn if he was also a dragon lord since he knew Salinor’s true 
name. 


Arconn laughed and said that only wizards could be dragon lords. “He told 
me his name because he knew I would not have power over him,” Arconn said 
as he helped Alex through a snowdrift. “The name has power, that is true, but 
only a wizard can use it to control the dragon.” 


When they were close to the city gates, Alex heard a loud yell. The dwarf 
guards had spotted them coming and were calling into the city to let Lord 
Turlock know that Alex had returned. 

Arconn tried to help Alex hurry through the snow, but it was too deep for 
Alex to move quickly. 

The guards all dropped to one knee as Alex reached the city gates, bowing 
their heads in gratitude and respect. Alex smiled, but was unsure what to say to 
them. He had not expected such a reaction to his victory and had not thought 
about how the dwarfs of Neplee would receive him. 

Turlock reached the gates as Alex and Arconn passed through them, and 
before Alex said a word, Turlock also dropped to one knee. “Hail, great wizard, 
master of the dead.” 

“No,” Alex said sternly. “I am no master of the dead and never will be. 
Please, Lord Turlock, rise and greet me as a friend.” 

Turlock got to his feet, obviously regretting what he’d said. 

Alex smiled at him and took his hand in friendship, pulling him close as he 
shook it. He leaned forward so he could whisper in Turlock’s ear. “Forgive my 
sharpness, but I will not be called a master of the dead.” 

“T spoke without thinking,” said Turlock, embracing Alex like a brother. “It 
will not happen again, my friend.” 

Thrang and the others arrived as Alex and Turlock broke apart, and Alex was 
almost knocked over as his friends rushed forward to embrace him. 

“T see you didn’t have to look very far,” Thrang said to Arconn once the 
dwarf had let go of Alex. 

“No farther than the front gate, really,” said Arconn with a laugh. “Though 
Alex could have saved himself some walking if he’d come into the city last night 
when he actually arrived.” 

“Last night?” Turlock questioned. 

“T thought it best to let you all rest until daylight before making my entrance,” 
Alex explained. 

“As if we’ve slept at all,” Nellus said, slapping Alex on the shoulder. 

“T slept.” Barnabus laughed. “Though it’s been difficult with Thrang storming 
around in his worry.” 

“T was not storming around,” Thrang said defensively. “Though I have been 


worried, I won’t deny it.” 


“And now some of your worries are over,” Alex said, putting his arm around 
Thrang’s shoulders. “Though I daresay yov’ll find new ones to replace them.” 


Everyone laughed at Alex’s comment, even Thrang. When they stopped 
laughing, the questions began as everyone, especially Lord Turlock, wanted to 
know what had happened in the mountains. 


“Am I to have no rest?” Alex asked with a smile. “At least let’s go into the 
city and find a warm room before I tell the tale.” 


“An excellent idea,” Turlock said. “And I’ll arrange for your breakfast to be 
brought to you, if that’s all right, and you can tell us your story while we are 
together.” 

“You are most kind,” said Alex, bowing to Turlock. 

“And if you don’t mind too much,” Turlock went on, raising his eyebrows, “I 
would like some of the lords of Neplee to be there as well. They should hear the 
story themselves, so they will know the great deed you have done for us.” 

“As you wish,” said Alex, allowing himself to be guided into the city by 
Turlock. 


Turlock led Alex and his friends to a large hall near the throne room. When 
they entered, Turlock quickly ordered some of the dwarfs to bring hot food to the 
tables and the others to summon the lords of Neplee. It was obvious that word of 
Alex’s return had spread, and Alex hoped he had not caused too much trouble by 
being gone so long in the mountains. When the dwarfs had all gathered and Alex 
was Seated with his friends, Turlock rose and began to speak. 


“My friends. Lords and masters of Neplee, the curse that has been on our city 
for so long has passed. We are free once more. Once more, we can take pride in 
our city and our works. For this, we must give thanks to Master Taylor.” 

There was a general clamor of agreement as the assembled dwarfs cheered 
and began to chant Alex’s name. Turlock beamed at Alex, and then held up his 
hands for quiet. 

“Master Taylor will tell us the story of his deeds,” Turlock went on. “Though 
perhaps he would prefer to eat his breakfast first.” 

“Not at all,” said Alex. “Though the food is tempting, I will tell you my story 
first. There will be time for food later.” 

The room grew still and all eyes were on Alex. He could hear the deep, steady 
breathing of those gathered in the room, and he took strength from them as he 


began to tell the tale. 


Alex told them everything—or almost everything—that had happened in the 
mountains. He was careful not to mention Salinor’s call to wake him, or the 
crown of Set, which he now carried in his magic bag. He did pause to thank 
Volo, who was in the room, for the help he had given him in preparing to face 
the necromancer. 


“So it worked, then,” Volo said happily. “I had my doubts, though you 
seemed So certain.” 


“Yes, my friend, it worked,” Alex answered. “It is a secret long forgotten by 
most, and I will share it with all of you now.” 


Alex unbuttoned his shirt as he spoke, pulling it back to reveal the true-silver 
chain mail shirt that Volo had helped him make. There was a gasp of 
astonishment as the light reflected off the silver, and the eyes of the dwarfs grew 
large in wonder. 


“True silver,” Alex said. “Not only beautiful and strong, but magical as well. 
True silver will always resist dark magic, and if made into armor such as this, it 
will reflect curses back at the one who sent them.” 


“You used Nethrom’s own power against him?” Thrain questioned. 


“In a way,” Alex answered as he buttoned his shirt. “You see, Nethrom was 
not really the necromancer. He was not the evil one, though it was because of 
Nethrom that the evil came. When Nethrom died, he had been freed from the 
evil that had held him captive for so long.” 


“Then we have another reason to thank you,” said Turlock. “You have taken 
the stain from Nethrom’s name. We can remember him as the good and decent 
dwarf he once was, and not as the evil he became.” 


Alex finished his story with his arrival at the city gates. When he was done, 
the dwarfs all cheered and bowed to Alex as if he were a king. Alex smiled and 
asked them to rise. He did not want to be rude, but he was concerned that the 
dwarfs of Neplee might think he had done more than he really had. 


“You are kind and generous, Master Taylor,” Turlock said, rising with the rest 
of the dwarfs. “We know you are a good man and will not willingly accept all of 
the honors that we would give you, so I will offer you this oath and ask all here 
to swear with me. If ever you have need—for treasure, workers, warriors, or 
simply a place to rest—the city of Neplee will be yours to command. This I 
swear as a lord of Neplee. How say you, lords of Neplee?” 


“We swear it shall be so,” the other dwarfs answered in one voice. “We bind 
ourselves, our families, and all that we shall ever have to this oath. We will 
answer the call of Master Taylor, in this life or the next.” 


“Thank you, my friends,” Alex said, bowing his head. “I hope there will 
never be a need for me to call upon your oath, but I thank you for your vow.” 


The dwarfs all pressed forward to shake Alex’s hands. Alex smiled and 
bowed to them, but he was beginning to feel tired. He had not slept properly in a 
long time, and he felt that sleep was what he needed more than anything right 
now. 

“You are tired from your ordeal,” Turlock said, noticing the look on Alex’s 
face. “Go with your company; they will lead you to your rest. Tonight there will 
be a feast such as Neplee has never seen, and you will be the guest of honor.” 


“You are most kind, Lord Turlock,” said Alex. “A day’s rest will do me good, 
and I would not miss such a feast for a mountain of pure gold.” 


Turlock bowed once more as Thrang and Arconn came forward to stand on 
either side of Alex. The crowd of dwarfs parted to let the company pass, but 
even the street outside the hall was crowded with hundreds of dwarfs. Alex 
smiled. It seemed that every dwarf in Neplee was there, wanting to see him, 
though most seemed too shy to meet his gaze. 

When they reached their rooms, Alex thought he would go straight to bed, but 
Thrang pulled him toward the fire and motioned for him to take a chair. 

“T’ve known you long enough to know when you leave out part of a story,” 
Thrang said, taking the chair next to Alex. “The dwarf who spoke to you in the 
caves—did he give you his name?” 

“He did,” Alex answered. “Let me ask you a question, one that will answer 
your own. Can you tell me the story of a dwarf king named Set?” 

“Set?” Thrang repeated, his eyes growing wide. “Set was an early king of the 
dwarf realm. He was a great king, and a defender of his people. The stories about 
him are many and long, but basically they all say that some evil came into 
Thraxon during his rule, and that Set went out to fight against it. Set did not 
return from the battle, but the evil vanished as well. The stories claim that Set 
defeated the evil, but that he paid for his victory with his own life.” 

“I see,” said Alex. 

“Was Set the dwarf you met in the caves?” Thrang questioned. 

“Yes,” Alex answered. “He seemed to know I was coming, but I was unable 


to find out how he knew.” Alex hesitated, considering how much more he should 
say. “He asked me to take something to his heir.” 

“Enough,” Thrang said, turning his eyes away from Alex and gazing into the 
fire. “I know enough to guess what he asked you to take, and I will not ask you 
for details now. We will not speak of this again until we return to Benorg. 
Thorgood should be present to hear all that you have to say and answer any 
questions you might have for him.” 

“As you wish,” said Alex. “I also took some other things from the cave, gems 
that should be divided between us.” 

“Anything you took from the cave is yours alone,” Thrang said quickly. “You 
may do with it as you think best. Whatever you do, though, keep your word to 
Set.” 

“T will do as you wish, my friend,” said Alex, getting up. “Now I think I will 
sleep. Wake me in time for the feast, if I do not wake by myself.” 

Alex left Thrang staring to the fire and moved toward his room, but Kat 
caught his eye as he walked past. She sat alone at one of the tables in the back of 
the room. Smiling, Alex sat down next to her. 

“You wish to ask me something,” Alex said. It was not a question. 

“You can see my thoughts more clearly than I can,” said Kat. 

“No, but I can guess at them now.” 

“Your battle with the necromancer—was it as close a thing as it seemed to 
be?” 

“For a time it was very close,” Alex answered. “But that is not what you 
really wish to know.” 

“No, it’s not.” 

“Do you wish me to remove the spell I placed upon you?” 

“Do you think seeing the truth will be too much for me?” Kat asked, looking 
him in the eye. 

“No. You should see the truth if you are ready, and I think you are,” Alex 
answered. 

“Then show me,” Kat pleaded. 

Alex nodded. He stood up, touching Kat’s forehead with his hand as he rose. 
He felt the spell he’d put on her begin to lift, but he removed it slowly so she 
would not be suddenly overcome. 


Kat watched him for a moment and then turned away, her eyes filling with 
tears. 


“Do not be too hard on yourself,” Alex said in a low voice, bending toward 
Kat so only she could hear him. “Do not hate the gift you have because evil tried 
to use you. Learn from what has happened so you can prevent such things from 
happening again.” 

Kat did not answer him, but blindly caught his hand with her own. She pulled 
it to her lips and gently kissed it before letting go. 


Alex glanced around, making sure that the others had not seen Kat’s gesture. 
He was surprised by Kat’s action and unsure of what she might have meant by it. 
He patted Kat on the shoulder, and, feeling tired beyond words, he went to find 
his bed. 


Chapter Twenty 


To the Golden Rocks 


Alex and his friends remained in Neplee as winter slowly changed to spring. 
The city had become more like the other dwarf cities Alex had visited in the 
past, and everywhere he went he was greeted with bows and smiles. Turlock had 
officially named him a lord of Neplee, a title all the dwarfs took seriously. Even 
Thrang addressed him as lord, at least when they were out in public. 


There were feasts and parties almost every night, and Alex soon longed for 
the quiet, simple life of the open road. The fact that all of the attention was to 
honor him and what he had done for Neplee meant he could not miss a single 
feast, no matter how much he would have liked to. He knew that the dwarfs 
meant well, and he loved them for their kindness, but he needed to be alone and 
think about what had happened to him. 


Sometimes, when it all became too much and Alex thought he couldn’t face 
one more party, he would leave the city for at least part of the day. Taking the 
shape of an eagle or sometimes the wind, he was free to roam the lands around 
Neplee. 


He had sent a message to Whalen telling him what had happened in the 
necromancer’s cave and exactly how he’d managed to defeat Mog. He did not, 
however, tell Whalen about what Salinor had said. Something kept Alex from 
sharing the dragon’s words, even with Whalen. 


Whalen had been shocked to learn the necromancer’s name, and he had gone 
into great detail about the stories and myths he’d heard concerning an evil spirit 
named Mog. 


“T have no doubt now that some of the stories and myths are true,” Whalen 
had written in his letter to Alex. “And once more, I am impressed by your 
abilities.” 

Finally the snows began to melt, and the smells of spring filled the air. Alex’s 
companions were almost as eager as he was to be back on the road, and they 
were all excited to continue their adventure. The dwarfs of Neplee knew that 
Alex’s time in the city was growing short, and they made great efforts to have as 
many feasts as possible before the adventurers left the city. 


Alex had spent a lot of time thinking over the winter, and he had finally 
decided that the crown of Set should be remade. One night, after yet another 


feast, Alex went to his room and slipped into his magic bag. He collected the 
broken crown from the treasure room and then quickly went into his father’s 
bag, hoping that his smitty friends would be able to help him. 


“Bobkin, Belkin,” Alex called as he entered the workshop. “I know it’s late, 
but I need your help.” 


“Coming, Master Alex,” Bobkin’s voice answered. 


Alex heard the hidden door open, and he was about to light some of the lamps 
in the dimly lit shop when he stopped short. 


“What can we do for you?” Bobkin questioned, hurrying toward Alex with 
Belkin and Dobkin following close behind. 

“Um, what?” Alex said, his attention fixed on Dobkin. “I need you to... 
Why is Dobkin glowing?” 

“Oh, well, yes,” said Belkin. “He does that sometimes, but it doesn’t seem to 
bother him.” 

“That’s not normal, is it?” Alex questioned. 

“No, not normal at all,” said Bobkin. “You had some tasks you needed our 
help with?” 

“How often does Dobkin glow?” Alex asked, waving his hand and bringing 
light to the workshop. 

“Every new moon,” said Belkin. 


“That would mean . . . Of course!” said Alex, setting the broken halves of 
Set’s crown on the worktable. “I know what’s happened to him.” 


“He was hit on the head,” said Bobkin. 


“No, he was hexed,” said Alex. “Someone has tried to control him, but they 
didn’t do a very good job. Every new moon the spell is renewed, which is why 
he glows.” 


“Are you sure?” Belkin questioned. “I mean, who would hex a smitty?” 


“T don’t know,” said Alex. “But I’m sure I can remove the spell, and once I do 
Dobkin will be himself again.” 


“If you could help Dobkin, we would be even more in your debt,” said 
Bobkin. 


“Dobkin,” said Alex. “Look at me.” 


The glowing smitty staggered forward, and his head bobbed about as if he 
was drunk. His eyes looked unfocused. 


“Dobkin,” said Alex, snapping his fingers to get the smitty’s attention. 

He looked up at the sound and his face slowly broke into a smile. “Dobkin!” 
Dobkin shouted. 

“This shouldn’t take long,” said Alex. He lifted his right hand, extending his 
index finger. 

Dobkin’s eyes followed Alex’s finger, and his head shifted to follow it as 
Alex moved his finger up and down and from side to side. Finally Alex reached 
out and tapped the smitty on the head. Dobkin instantly stopped glowing. 

“That should do it,” said Alex. “Of course, he’ll need to sleep, but he should 
be his old self when he wakes up in the morning.” 

“Oh, that is good news,” said Belkin happily. “You’re sure it was a hex?” 

“Tm sure.” 

“Well, if that’s settled, tell us what you need our help with,” said Bobkin, his 
eyes darting to the broken crown behind Alex. 

“T need your help repairing this crown,” said Alex as he turned back to the 
table. 

Bobkin hurried to climb onto the tabletop. “Oh, this was a nice piece at one 
time. Well made, dwarven design, and...” 

“And?” Alex questioned. 

“Tt had some magic in it once,” said Belkin, standing beside Bobkin. “I can’t 
see what the magic was for, but it was definitely there.” 

“Ts there any way to find out what the magic was?” Alex questioned. 

“Maybe,” said Bobkin. “We’ll need to study it for a bit. How soon will you 
need it repaired?” 

“Oh, there’s no rush,” said Alex. “I imagine it will be several months before I 
need it, and if you can discover what magic was in it in the meantime, that would 
be helpful.” 

“Well, if Dobkin is himself again in the morning, it shouldn’t be too hard,” 
said Belkin. “Dobkin has a knack for spotting magic and figuring out how it 
works. We might need you to work the magic, Master Alex, but at the very least 
we should be able to tell you what it was and why it was there.” 

“Excellent,” said Alex. “Pll leave the crown with you, then. Feel free to use 
whatever you need to repair it.” 

“Tt doesn’t look like it will take much,” said Belkin in a thoughtful tone. 


“The sapphire might be a problem,” said Bobkin. 

“Gems aren’t something we usually repair,” said Belkin. 

“You have my permission to search the treasure room in this bag and in my 
other bag for a replacement,” said Alex. 

“Very good, Master Alex,” said Bobkin with a bow. 

“TIl come back in a day or two to check on Dobkin,” said Alex. “And don’t 
work too hard on the crown. Like I said, I won’t need it for a few months at 
least.” 

“As you wish,” Bobkin and Belkin said together. 

Alex climbed into his bed knowing that the smittys would make the crown as 
good as new, possibly even better. He felt good about his decision to have the 
crown repaired, and he felt even better that he’d discovered and removed the hex 
that had been placed on Dobkin. He wondered again who would put a hex on a 


smitty, but the thought was soon lost as he fell asleep. 
OK KK 


Before the snows had completely melted, Turlock sent several dwarfs to find 
horses for Alex and his companions, as there were few animals left in the city. 
Thrang began preparing for their departure, buying things he thought they might 
need along the way and stocking everyone’s bags with food. 

“Turlock doesn’t know how far away Gal Tock is, and I doubt any other 
dwarf does. We should be prepared for a long road,” Thrang said as he sorted 
packages one night. 

“T’ve spent some time in the libraries,” Arconn added. “All of the maps stop 
just south of the Lost Mountains, so there is no knowing what lies ahead of us.” 

“There are no dwarf cities farther south?” Thrain questioned. 

“Oh, yes, there are several,” said Thrang. “And even some to the west as well. 
The dwarfs of Thraxon have spread far and wide, and there’s no telling where 
you might find a dwarf village or city.” 

“Ts there some reason all the dwarf cities are not known to King Thorgood?” 
Alex questioned. 

“Thorgood’s capital is in the north,” Thrang answered thoughtfully. “It has 
been a long time since any of the northern kings have sent messengers this far 
south.” 

“Why is that?” Barnabus asked as he stored the parcels Thrang had given 


him. 
“There’s no reason, at least none you could name,” Thrang said, shifting in 
his seat. 


“What is it that you can’t put your finger on?” Alex asked, beginning to 
worry that trouble lay ahead of them. 


“T only know what the legends say,” Thrang answered. “The king of the dwarf 
realm has lived in Benorg for nearly three thousand years, so if some of the cities 
in the far south have forgotten him or found a new king, well . . . I suppose that’s 
only natural.” 


“So it is possible that the dwarfs of the south will not recognize Thorgood as 
the king,” Alex said thoughtfully. “In fact, they may not be too friendly with us 
once they learn we are on a quest for Thorgood.” 


“Tt is possible,” said Thrang, returning to his sorting. “But if we don’t speak 
of our goal—or Thorgood’s name or title—there is nothing to worry about.” 


“A title Thorgood finds difficult to keep without the crown of the ancient 
kings,” Alex said in a low voice so only Thrang could hear him. 


Thrang didn’t answer but nodded his agreement to Alex’s statement. Alex 
thought about Thrang’s words as he stored his own parcels in his bag, realizing 
just how important Set’s request had been. Set knew that Thorgood was his heir, 
but there would be almost no way of proving it to some other king who ruled in 
the south of Thraxon. Suddenly, Alex remembered something else—something 
Mr. Clutter had told him before he had joined this adventure. Alex filed the 
thought away, determined to think about it more later. 


That night, Turlock held a grand feast, and every dwarf family in Neplee 
presented a gift of some kind to Alex. Alex accepted their gifts with thanks and 
bows, but he thought most of the families could not afford the gifts they were 
giving. Yet, he knew that he could not refuse any of the gifts without losing 
honor. Still he worried, and after the feast ended, he asked Turlock for a private 
word. 


“Your city has been very generous to me,” Alex said once he and Turlock had 
entered Turlock’s private room. 

“No less than you deserve, my friend,” said Turlock. “You’ve done us a great 
service and made it possible for us to prosper once again.” 

“Yes,” Alex agreed. “But I fear that some of your people have given more 
than they should have.” 


“T see,” said Turlock, taking a step closer to Alex. “And you fear they will 
suffer hardship because of their gifts to you.” 

“As I said, your city has been very generous.” 

“And I see you know enough of dwarfs to know that you cannot give back the 
gifts that have been given,” Turlock said thoughtfully. 

“T would not insult your people, Turlock. I have another solution in mind.” 

“What is that, Lord Taylor? Say what you wish, I will not be offended.” 

Alex took out his magic bag and spoke softly into the top of it. The air in the 
room stirred slightly as the huge pile of gems he had taken from the 
necromancer’s cave appeared on the chamber floor. 

“T wish you to use this wealth to help your people,” Alex said. “I took it from 
the mountains, so it rightfully belongs to your city.” 

“I—” Turlock began but stopped, looking at the pile in front of him. “You are 
too good to us. I cannot accept all of this, not even for my people.” 

“Yet you know that many of them will need your help,” Alex pressed. 

“Yes, they will, but I don’t think they will need this much help,” Turlock 
answered with a weak smile. “Leave a third of this wealth. That will be more 
than enough to help the needy of this city.” 

“You are wise and kind, and perhaps too generous,” said Alex. “I will leave 
half, but you must promise me two things.” 

“Whatever you ask of me, I will do,” Turlock answered firmly. 

“First, no one can know that I left this wealth with you, at least it can’t be 
generally known. You’ll have to explain things to the lords of Neplee, but I’m 
sure they will understand my wishes.” 

“Tt will be as you wish. And the second promise?” 

“That you use this wealth only to help those who are truly in need,” Alex 
said, holding Turlock’s eyes with his own. “You are not to give any of these 
gems to those who don’t work or don’t try to provide for themselves. You 
understand my meaning.” 

“Yes,” Turlock answered with a bow. “It will be as you ask.” 

“Then I will leave you for tonight, my friend,” said Alex. “And we will say 
farewell in the morning.” 

“You are forgetting something,” Turlock said as Alex turned toward the door. 
“You are to take half of this with you, remember?” 


“Yes, of course,” Alex answered, laughing at himself. “You know, there was a 
time when such treasure would seem like all the wealth in the world to me. Now 
it seems a small thing, something that is easy to forget.” 

“Your wealth is greater than gems or gold,” said Turlock. “You have the love 
of friends, and their hopes for you.” 

Alex smiled and nodded. He spoke once again into the top of his magic bag. 
The air moved slightly and the pile between Alex and Turlock grew smaller. 
Alex nodded once more to Turlock before he left the room, slowly making his 
way back to his friends and then to his room to sleep one last night in Neplee. 

Their departure the next morning was both a happy and a sad event. Every 
dwarf in the city lined the road to the main gates, and those who couldn’t find a 
spot along the way crowded around and outside the city gates. Turlock waited at 
the gates to wish them farewell, reminding Alex one more time that if he was 
ever in need, the city of Neplee would come to his assistance. 

“Farewell, my friends,” Alex called as Thrang led them away from the city. 
“May your city prosper in peace.” 

There was a loud cheer in reply, and then the dwarfs began to sing an old 
traveling song. 

“Tt is meant to bring us luck,” Thrang said by way of explanation. “It is an old 
song, and some people say there is magic in it.” 

“Magic?” Kat questioned. 

“T don’t know if that is true, but it’s well meant,” Thrang said happily. 

They rode across the open lands, their horses’ hooves crunching loudly 
through the last few inches of snow that remained on the ground. The air was 
pleasantly cool, and they could smell the promise of spring in it. 

“The open air is wonderful,” Nellus called from behind Alex. “The dwarf city 
was a good place to spend the winter, but I’m happy to be in the open again.” 

“As am I,” Barnabus agreed. “We did too much sitting around in Neplee. I 
fear we’ve all grown soft from the kindness of the dwarfs.” 

“Then you’ll have to harden in a hurry,” said Thrang. “I fear our quest for 
Albrek’s tomb is far from over.” 

“The dwarfs of the Lost Mountains didn’t know where Albrek had gone,” Kat 
said softly. “If they ever knew, they have forgotten long ago.” 


“And we are running out of places to look,” Alex added. 


“That’s not true,” Thrang said with a grunting laugh. “There are lots of places 
we can look; we’re just running out of places where we know we should look.” 


“Growing tired of the adventure already?” Arconn joked with a glance at 
Alex. 


Alex laughed and shook his head. He was partly amazed at what they had 
already accomplished on this adventure and partly troubled by what he had 
learned along the way. More than anything else, however, he was worried about 
taking the form of the dragon. Salinor had warned him that it might be difficult 
for him to return to his human form once he had made the change, or, at least, he 
had hinted that it might be difficult. Alex didn’t want to risk it, and he didn’t 
want to run into anything that might tempt him to use his new power. He took 
comfort in knowing that he had faced and defeated the necromancer without 
taking the dragon’s shape, even though he had used some of the dragon’s power 
to do it. For his own reasons he hoped he would have time to prepare himself 
before making the change. 


Alex pushed his worries to the back of his mind as they continued riding 
south. It was a sunny day, and the land was pleasant to look at. 

They camped that night near a small stream, and though it seemed unlikely 
they would meet trouble, Thrang insisted they keep a watch. 

“We don’t know what lies ahead of us, so we might as well prepare for the 
worst,” Thrang said sternly. 

“Hopefully nothing as bad as what’s behind us,” Thrain said. 

“Tt has been an exciting first adventure for you so far,” said Alex. 

“Much more than I ever expected,” Thrain agreed. “I’d heard stories about 
first adventures, and most of them seemed very dull. Your first adventure was 
full of excitement, but you were a wizard-in-training then.” 

“Yes, that’s true,” agreed Alex. “Though I don’t think my first adventure was 
as dangerous as this one has been.” 

“Easy to say that now.” Arconn smiled at Alex. “Your past adventure is over 
and you made it home safely.” 

“That is also true,” Alex agreed. “But we’ve met more dangerous things on 
this adventure than we did on that one.” 

“Oh?” Arconn questioned. “That time we faced a three-legged troll, an oracle, 
bandits, wraiths, the dark shadow, and a dragon. This time it was a nagas, the 
hellerash, and a necromancer.” 


“You count the oracle as dangerous, but not the dragon on the Isle of Bones?” 
Alex questioned. “And you have forgotten to mention Bane.” 


“Oracles can be more dangerous than most other things,” Arconn answered 
with a smile. “And the dragon on the Isle of Bones proved to be friendly—or at 
least not dangerous. As for Bane, I’m not sure.” 


“All right,” Alex said, waving away Arconn’s argument. “Thrain has had an 
exciting first adventure so far, but I hope that most of the excitement is over.” 


“As do I,” Thrang agreed, taking a seat beside the fire. “We’ve been lucky so 
far, and I hope we don’t need too much more luck to finish this adventure.” 


“I wouldn’t call it luck,” Arconn said with a nod in Alex’s direction. 
“No, I suppose not,” agreed Thrang. 


They ate in silence, as everyone was tired from the long day’s ride. As the 
others went to bed, Alex remained by the fire alone, assuming his customary 
first watch. Staring at the glowing coals of the fire, he thought about the crystal 
he had taken from Nethrom’s table. The crystal was the same as the one he had 
recovered for the Oracle, Iownan. He thought about the crystal and the empty 
tower by the Eastern Sea for a long time. 


When his watch was over, Alex woke Thrain, but he did not go to his tent to 
sleep. Returning to the fire, he continued to think about the crystal, the tower, 
and the oracle that was to come. He wished he could make sense of it, but he 
didn’t know much about the empty tower or the legends surrounding it. He 
watched the fire for a long time. Slowly he felt his mind drifting away, returning 
to the hidden Isle of Bones. 


“So, you come again, young one,” Salinor said softly. 

“T wanted to thank you for waking me when I was under the mountain,” said 
Alex. 

“And to ask more questions of me,” Salinor said with a smile. 

“Yes.” 

“The crystal you took from the cave is the tool of seers and oracles,” Salinor 
said calmly. “Yes, you could make it work, but you don’t really need it.” 

“Should I give it to Kat? Is she to become the Oracle of the Empty Tower?” 

“I do not know,” Salinor said slowly, as if he were thinking about Alex’s 
questions. “I know she could use the crystal, if she chooses to. I also know that 
the oracle must reach the tower soon or it will be lost. Also, only a dragon can 
take the true oracle to the tower—that much of the legend is true.” 


“Then I must take the shape of the dragon if Kat is to be the oracle?” Alex 
questioned, his heart racing. 

“Perhaps,” Salinor answered. “You still fear to take the shape?” 

“T fear I will be lost.” 

“Yet it is your true shape, or at least one of your true shapes,” Salinor said 
kindly. “You are so different from a dragon and yet so much the same. I cannot 
tell you what to do, but I can tell you this: you will never find your full power or 
become all that you can be until you accept both of your true forms.” 

“I know. What I don’t know is if I am strong enough to do it. What if I 
become lost in the dragon shape? What if the power is too much for me to 
control?” 

“Then you will break,” Salinor answered. “As the Oracle of the White Tower 
once told you.” 

“Did she know?” Alex questioned, remembering everything that Jownan had 
told him. “Did she know what I was, or what I might become?” 

“She may have guessed, but I don’t think she knew,” Salinor answered. “She 
knows a great deal, but even her powers are limited. I believe she told you as 
much as you needed to know at the time.” 

“Yes,” Alex agreed. “I suppose even you don’t know everything.” 

“T know many things,” said Salinor. “But everything is quite a lot, and I have 
not lived long enough to know everything.” 

After a moment, Alex decided that Kat should have the crystal, even if he 
never took the shape of the dragon. 

“You have my thanks, ancient one,” Alex said. “You have given me much to 
think about, but the path ahead already seems less dim.” 

“Tf there is light on the path, it comes from you,” Salinor said softly. 

Alex’s mind was already racing back through the darkness to his body. He 
heard Arconn call his name and he opened his eyes. “Was I gone long?” 

“You were here all night,” Thrang said, looking confused. 

“Only my body was here,” said Alex, getting up and stretching his legs. “My 
mind has traveled far, but my body is hungry.” 

“Then have some breakfast,” Barnabus said, holding out a plate for Alex. 
“The rest of us have already eaten. Arconn said we shouldn’t disturb you until 
we were ready to go.” 


“I’m sorry,” Alex said as he took the plate from Barnabus. “You should have 
called me as soon as breakfast was ready.” 


“Not a problem,” Thrang said, taking a seat next to Alex. “We’re all a little 
stiff this morning. It won’t hurt us to stretch for a while before climbing back 
into our saddles.” 


“We'd all be better off if we had some more of that dwarf remedy of yours,” 
Nellus said. 


“One sip each,” Thrang said, holding out his silver flask for Alex. “More than 
that and you might go back to sleep.” 


“T wouldn’t mind a bit more sleep myself,” Barnabus laughed. 

“There is something I need to do before we leave,” Alex said, handing the 
flask back to Thrang and setting aside his plate. “And I need you all to witness 
it.” 

“Oh, what is that?” Thrang questioned. 


Alex turned to Kat. “Kat, I won’t insist that you take this, but I will offer it to 
you just the same.” 


“Take what?” Kat questioned. 


Alex spoke into his magic bag and retrieved the crystal he had taken from 
Nethrom’s table. As he held it up, the crystal caught the morning light and 
blazed like a ball of fire in his hand. 


“An oracle’s crystal,” Kat said, stepping back from Alex, her eyes wide in 
wonder. “How did... Why would . . . I don’t—” 


“You are a seer,” Alex said, getting to his feet. “You may even be more than a 
seer. You can use this crystal if you will, that much I know. I offer it to you now, 
freely and without condition.” 


“But, I...” Kat stammered. 

“You are what you are,” said Alex. “Who can say what you may become?” 
“The tower,” Kat said, holding Alex’s eyes with her own. 

“Perhaps.” 


“Very well, I will accept this gift you offer. I will try to use it wisely and for 
good.” Kat took the crystal from his hand. 


Alex turned to the company. “Will you all witness that Katrina Dayyed has 
accepted this crystal?” he questioned loudly. 


“We will,” the others answered as one. 


“Then I think it is time we got moving,” Alex said. “There’s no telling how 
far the golden rocks are from here.” 


“Yes,” Thrang agreed, shaking the stunned look off his face. “Let’s get 
moving.” 

They rode south, taking their time and stopping for their regular midday meal. 
Kat remained silent as they went, and Alex thought he could understand at least 
some of her feelings. She was struggling with the idea of what her future might 
hold, just as he was struggling with his. The only difference was that everyone 
knew what Kat was thinking, and only Alex knew his own fears. 


Two days later, Kat asked Alex for a private word. They had already made 
camp, and Alex suggested he and Kat gather some extra wood for the fire. 


“There’s plenty here,” Thrang started to say but trailed off when he saw the 
look on Alex’s face. “Yes, that’s a good idea. Spring is slow in coming, and 
some extra wood might be useful.” 

As Alex and Kat walked away from the campsite, Alex could feel the others 
watching them. He knew they all wondered what the two of them would be 
talking about, but he also knew they would not ask. In fact, the others seemed 
willing to accept Kat as a true oracle already, which was something that seemed 
to annoy Kat a great deal. 

“You’ve given me a great honor,” Kat said after a long silence. “You’ve 
formed my destiny around me like a cage.” 

“I... I’m sorry. I did not mean to,” Alex said, surprised by Kat’s words. “If 
you do not want the crystal, then do not use it. Hold it safe for another if that is 
your wish.” 

“Tt’s not your fault,” Kat said, her voice shaking slightly. “I suppose I should 
have expected something like this.” 

“Why?” Alex questioned, truly puzzled. 

“When I was very young, a real oracle came to my village,” Kat said in a low 
tone. “The oracle told me that I would be an adventurer, but...” 

“But that you might become something more,” Alex finished for her. 

“He told me about being a seer, about seeing things that others could not. He 
also told me to beware of the sea. He said the sound of the sea would capture my 
heart, and once I heard it, I would never be the same.” 

“You’ve heard the Eastern Sea of Thraxon, and now your heart is there.” 

“The empty tower fills my dreams,” Kat said, shaking her head. “Ever since 


that day when you stopped me at the gate.” 

“Do you think you are the oracle that was prophecied to come?” 

“T don’t know. I don’t see how I can be. I’m a seer, and a good one, but an 
oracle is something more.” 

“And I am a wizard, though I never thought I would be,” said Alex. “You 
know, when I went on my first adventure, I didn’t even believe in magic. I didn’t 
know anything about dwarfs or elves or oracles. It all seemed like a dream, or 
even some huge mistake.” 

“You didn’t know?” Kat questioned in surprise. “How could you not know? 
You are a great wizard. How could you not know what you are?” 

“Who really knows what they are or what they may become? We learn about 
ourselves as we do things. We discover what we are as we move through life. If 
we don’t like what we see, we try to change. That is how we grow, that is how 
we become all that we can be.” 

“But what if I am not strong enough? What if I can’t do what is needed?” 

Alex heard echoes of his own questions in Kat’s voice, his own doubts and 
fears. 

“I asked the same questions of the Oracle Iownan once,” Alex said. “I asked 
what if I was not strong enough to be a wizard. Do you know what she told me?” 

“No.” 

“She said if I was not strong enough, I would break.” 

“That seems a very direct answer from an oracle,” Kat said, a slight smile 
curling her lips. 

“Townan was kind to me, and she answered me as openly as she could.” 

“So I must try to do what is needed, and if I am not strong enough, I will 
break,” Kat said softly. 

“T will tell you this,” Alex said as he turned and started back toward the camp. 
“T do not think you will break.” 

“Then at least I will have hope,” said Kat. 

When Alex and Kat returned to camp without any firewood, the others simply 
accepted the fact that their friend the wizard had talked with their friend the new 
oracle, and what was said did not concern them. 

They continued their journey the next day and the next, always moving south, 
but never seeing anything that might be the golden rocks. After another week of 


riding, the Lost Mountains had almost vanished behind them, and the world 
seemed to open into a wide grass-covered plain in front of them. After the 
second week, they could see a single mountain in the distance, but even Arconn 
could not guess at how far away it was. 

“We will ride toward that mountain,” Thrang said in a decisive tone. “If ever 
a mountain called to a dwarf’s heart, that one does.” 

The next day it started to rain, and the mountain was lost from sight. 

“Spring rains, moving north,” Arconn commented as they rode south. “I 
would guess they will last for several days.” 

“Weeks perhaps,” Thrang said in a slightly grumpy tone. “The spring rains of 
Thraxon can sometimes last for a month or more.” 

“Then we will all be well watered before the sun comes out again,” Barnabus 
said. 

“We may all be drowned,” Nellus added, pulling up his hood a little. 

“How will we see the golden rocks if the sun isn’t shining?” Thrain 
questioned. 

Nobody answered, but they were all thinking about it. Of course, they knew 
the golden rocks were more myth than anything, but a little sunshine would help 
them to find such rocks, if they really existed. 

A week later, as they continued to ride south through the rain, Kat suddenly 
stopped her horse. Alex paused as well, feeling something powerful move above 
them in the clouds. None of the others seemed to notice anything, but they 
stopped and looked from Kat to Alex and back again. 


“Something big,” Kat said, turning her face toward the rain clouds. 
“Something powerful.” 

“T felt it as well,” Alex said. “Though it didn’t feel evil, if that’s the word.” 

“No, not evil,” Kat agreed. “Yet powerful and possibly dangerous. We should 
try to move more quickly. We will need to reach the cover of the mountain 
before the rains stop.” 


“And if the rains stop before we reach the mountain, then what?” Thrang 
questioned. 


“Then we will see what moves above us,” Kat answered, her eyes still fixed 
on the sky. 


“Must be part elf,” Thrang grumbled, urging his horse forward. 


For another week they rode as quickly as they could. When they camped, they 
only made small fires, allowing the rain to put them out as soon as Barnabus was 
finished cooking. 

Alex remained alert, trying to feel whatever it was that had passed above 
them, but there was nothing. Finally, late on the eighth day, they came to the 
mountain. 

“There is an entrance to the east of us,” Kat said, pointing. 

“Are you sure?” Thrang questioned. “Have you seen what lies in the 
mountain?” 

“Yes,” Kat answered. “Or I should say, I have seen some of what lies in the 
mountain. We have reached our goal, but I fear we will find sorrow here.” 

Thrang didn’t ask any more questions, but nudged his horse forward. They all 
followed him through the gathering darkness, and suddenly they found 
themselves on a well-made road. 

“This is dwarf work,” Thrang said as he looked at the road. “Albrek’s people 
must have made this road.” 

“Then it will lead to their city,” Arconn said in a hopeful tone. 

They all rode forward, eager to reach the dwarf city. It was almost completely 
dark when they reached the city gates, and they were shocked when they saw 
that the gates were nothing more than a pile of shattered stones. 

“What could have done this?” Thrang asked. “The gates must have been three 
feet of solid stone, yet they lie broken like old wood.” 

“Whatever did it was powerful,” Alex said. He looked up at the sky. “I think 
we might be safer inside the gates; the clouds are starting to break up.” 

“Has what you felt before returned?” Arconn questioned. 

“T don’t feel it now, but I would be happier inside the mountain than out here 
in the open,” Alex answered. 

“Yes, let’s get inside,” Thrang said, climbing off his horse. “We’ll take the 
horses in as well, and find a place to make camp.” 

The others dismounted, leading their horses into the darkness. Alex conjured 
weir lights to show them the way, but the lights did little to make the dwarf 
cavern look inviting. 

“Tt would seem that there are no dwarfs left here,” Nellus said as they 
unsaddled their horses. 


“And there haven’t been any for some time,” Arconn added. “There is a great 
deal of dust on the floor.” 


“Such a city should not be empty,” Nellus said. “Something terrible must 
have happened here.” 


“Perhaps,” said Alex. “I suspect the dwarfs were here for a long time because 
even dwarfs could not have built such large gates quickly.” 


“Tt would take months, even if they had worked on them night and day,” 
Thrang agreed. “It is a mystery, but not the first one we’ve found on this 
adventure.” He turned to Kat. “Kat, what do you see in this city?” 

“The dwarfs of the Golden Mountain have either fled or died,” Kat said in a 
trancelike tone. “Only their memories remain. Tomorrow, I will lead you to 
Albrek’s tomb, but now I must rest.” 

“Very well,” Thrang said with a bow. “We should all rest. Whoever has the 
watch should wake everyone if they hear or feel anything strange.” 

They all agreed and moved a little deeper into the cavern. There was a sad 
and lonely feeling in the empty city, and a sorrow seemed to have settled on 
them all. 

Alex stood for a while, looking into the darkness outside. He stared at the 
ruined gates, wondering what could have destroyed them so completely. So 
many questions, and once again, he didn’t have the answers he needed. 


Chapter Twenty-One 


Albrek’s Tomb 


When morning arrived, the rising sun blazed into the cave where they were 
sleeping, waking them all at the same time. Without speaking, they walked back 
to the ruined gates. Looking out across the open plain, it was easy to see the truth 
of where they were. 


“The rocks all shine like gold,” Thrang said softly. “Even those in shadow 
seem to shine.” 


“The rain and the sunlight combine to make it look this way,” Arconn said. 
“A wondrous sight from a very sad city.” 


Kat stepped up next to Thrang, a troubled look on her face. “I will take you to 
Albrek’s tomb now. The Ring of Searching is there, waiting to be claimed.” 


Thrang bowed, surprise and eagerness on his face. 


Kat led the company deeper into the city. Alex conjured weir lights, sending 
them ahead so the path was well lit, but there was little of interest to be seen. 


Alex knew something was bothering Kat, but she was silent as they walked 
through the city. 


Kat led them without hesitation, as if she knew the city well. They walked 
down long corridors, through huge open chambers, and past large empty halls. 
There was no sign of dwarfs or any other living thing. Alex began to feel 
nervous, but he couldn’t explain why so he kept his worries to himself. 

Finally they came to a wide stairway leading down, the steps covered in thick 
dust. Kat walked quietly down the steps, turning at the bottom to follow another 
corridor that led to more steps. Once again, Kat turned down a corridor at the 
bottom of the steps, and again it led to more steps. There was even more dust 
here, deep in the dwarf city, and their footsteps sounded muffled as they walked. 

After six corridors and six stairways, they reached a huge stone door. A silver 
ring hung in the middle of the door with several dwarf runes carved on it. Thrang 
hurried forward and brushed the letters softly with his hands. 

“Here lies Albrek, lord of the south,” Thrang said as he read the runes. 


“The tomb of Albrek,” Kat said in a sad tone. “He tried so hard to make a 
success here, but in the end, he failed.” 


“Help me,” Thrang said as he began pulling on the silver ring. 


Nellus and Barnabus both came forward to help Thrang, and slowly the stone 
door began to move. Alex stood by Kat, watching as the door opened. He 
wondered if Thrang had even heard what Kat had said. When the stone door had 
been moved far enough to allow them to enter, Alex sent the weir lights in ahead 
of his friends. Thrang hurried after the lights, eager to find what they had all 
been looking for. 


The chamber was large and round. Bookshelves and weapons covered the 
walls, and in the center of the chamber stood a huge stone sarcophagus covered 
with runes. 


Thrang moved forward and once more brushed the dust away from the runes 
with his hands. For several minutes he was silent, then he spoke in a slightly 
shaky voice. 


“Albrek’s Tomb,” Thrang said. “He died before his people were destroyed by 
an enemy they could not fight, but his monument does not say who or what that 
enemy was.” 


“Perhaps these books will tell us,” Arconn suggested, moving toward the 
shelves along the wall. 


“And the ring?” Nellus questioned. 


“There,” Kat said, pointing toward one side of the chamber. “It is with his 
weapons.” 


“You should take it, Thrang,” Alex said, following Arconn toward the books. 
“Put it in your bag for safekeeping, and then help us search these books for some 
answers.” 


“Yes, yes, of course,” Thrang said as he hurried to the pile of weapons. “Ah, 
yes, here it is. The Ring of Searching, just as Thorgood described it.” 


“Put it away for now,” Alex said softly. “We need to learn what enemy 
destroyed Albrek’s people. If we know what it is, we might be able to escape this 
city. If we don’t know what it is, we’re all in great danger.” 

Thrang put the ring in his magic bag and then joined Alex and Arconn by the 
bookshelf. The books were arranged chronologically, so Thrang pulled a book 
off the bottom shelf first. 

“Brighten your lights a little, if you please,” Thrang said to Alex, opening the 
book. 

Alex changed the weir lights from yellow to white and then looked over 
Thrang’s shoulder at the book. The pages were in perfect condition, but Alex had 


trouble reading the runes as quickly as Thrang flipped through the book. 

“Ah, here it is,” Thrang said at last, leaning closer to the book. “It says that 
dwarfs have been attacked outside the city.” 

“Outside the city?” Barnabus questioned. 

“Let me read,” said Thrang, waving his hand so the others wouldn’t ask any 
questions. 

Thrang bent so close to the book that Alex could hardly see the pages. Instead 
of trying to read along with Thrang, he stood back and looked at the rest of the 
books on the shelf. For what seemed like a long time, Thrang said nothing. 
When he finally snapped the book shut, everyone jumped. 

“A thunderbird,” Thrang said softly. “The book says that a thunderbird 
destroyed Albrek’s people and laid waste to the city.” 

“T’ve never heard of such a bird,” Nellus said. 

“Nor have I,” Barnabus added. 

“Thunderbirds are just a story,” Thrain said nervously. “Something mothers 
use to scare their children into obeying.” 

“Some people think they are legends,” Arconn said. “Others say that such 
birds did exist at one time.” 

“Kat and I both felt something large and powerful fly over us on our way 
here,” Alex pointed out. 

“Will someone please explain to me what a thunderbird is?” Nellus 
questioned in a pleading tone. 

“The thunderbirds were an ancient race of magical, giant birds,” Arconn 
explained. 

“So what’s so terrible about a giant bird?” Barnabus asked. 

“Thunderbirds are birds of prey,” Thrang answered. “They hunt and kill 
whatever they like. Some stories say that a single thunderbird could carry off a 
horse and rider with one claw and a full-grown cow with the other.” 

“Oh,” Barnabus managed to reply. 

“But thunderbirds never stay in one place too long, because if they do, they 
soon eat everything that is there,” Arconn said. 

“They might stay in one area if there’s a large supply of food,” said Thrang. 
“The book says that the thunderbird carried off dwarfs from this city whenever 
they went outside of the mountain. It says they tried to fight off the bird, but it 


became enraged and attacked the city. That was when Albrek’s heir died, though 
the book doesn’t say specifically that he was killed by the bird.” 


“What else does the book say?” Alex questioned, trying to remember 
anything he might have read about thunderbirds. 


“Only that the remaining dwarfs were planning to escape,” said Thrang. 
“They were going to wait for a cloudy day, then head across the plain.” 


“None of them made it,” Kat said sadly. “Not a single dwarf made it across 
the plain.” 


“But that all happened years ago,” Nellus said. “The thunderbird wouldn’t 
still be here, would it?” 


“I wouldn’t think so,” Arconn said. “Once there was no more food, the bird 
would have moved on.” 


“Unless it couldnt move on,” said Alex. 
“Couldn’t move on? What do you mean?” Thrang questioned. 


“Tt might have laid an egg,” said Alex. “And thunderbird eggs take a very, 
very long time to hatch.” 


“What is the date of the last entry in the book?” Arconn questioned. 


“Just over a hundred years ago,” Thrang answered. “Surely the egg would 
have hatched by now.” 


“That’s true,” said Alex. “But even if the egg hatched, I have no idea how 
long it takes a young thunderbird to learn to fly.” 


“But you can fight it off with magic,” Thrain said. “Or hide us so the 
thunderbird can’t see us.” 


“Thunderbirds have powerful magic of their own,” said Alex. “I’m not sure I 
can fight it off using magic, and I’m not sure that any illusion I create will 
deceive it.” 


“Then we’re stuck here>?” Thrang questioned. “We have to remain in this dead 
city or be taken as prey by the thunderbird?” 


“We made it to the city when it was raining,” Nellus said. “Perhaps we will 
simply have to wait until the rains return.” 


“That will be too long,” Kat said in despair. 

“Much too long,” Thrang agreed. 

“Then what do we do?” Barnabus questioned. 

“First, we go back to the gates,” said Thrang. “Then we will decide what can 


be done.” 

They all moved out of the chamber, pausing long enough to push the stone 
door back into place, and then followed Kat back through the empty city. As 
they walked, Alex racked his brain, trying to think of some way to protect them 
from the thunderbird. His magic books had mentioned them from time to time, 
but the information was incomplete. 

“Why are they called thunderbirds?” Alex questioned. 

“They can make thunder with their wings,” Thrain answered. “They can make 
strong winds as well—strong enough to blow down trees.” 

“And it is said that they can shoot lightning bolts from their eyes,” Arconn 
added. “Or possibly from their beaks, depending on which stories you believe.” 

“That’s all very well, but we have no real proof that a thunderbird is still in 
the area,” Thrang said. 

“Tt is near,” Kat said softly, her voice cracking slightly. “Hope may be lost.” 

“Don’t say that,” said Thrang. “If we have to wait for the rains, we will, but 
perhaps we can find some other way of leaving the city first.” 

When they reached the city gates, it was almost noon. Alex and the others 
stood in the shadows just inside the city, looking out across the open plain for a 
few minutes before anyone spoke. 

“Well?” Thrang questioned. “Any ideas?” 

“Let me try something,” said Alex, shifting his staff in his hand. “PIl create 
the illusion of men on horseback. If the thunderbird is close, it should attack 
them.” 

“We should be ready to flee into the caves,” Arconn suggested. “When the 
thunderbird finds that it has been deceived, it might come here looking for the 
source of the trick.” 

“A wise idea,” Thrang agreed. 

Alex nodded and then focused his thoughts on the illusion he wanted to 
create. He heard the others gasp in surprise as his illusion took shape in front of 
them and seven riders made their way out into the sunlight. 

“They look so real,” Barnabus said. “I can hear them moving as they go.” 

“Tt has to be real enough to tempt the thunderbird,” said Alex. 

They watched as the figures Alex had created out of thin air moved away 
from them. 


After a long moment, Thrang cleared his throat, but just as he opened his 
mouth to speak, a huge shadow moved across the open fields. 


Alex looked up to see a golden bird diving out of the sky. 

“Amazing,” Arconn commented. “So beautiful.” 

“And deadly,” Thrang added. 

But long before the bird reached the illusion, it broke off its attack, shooting 
back into the sky at an incredible speed. 

“Tt saw through the illusion,” Alex said. “Let’s try this instead.” 

He immediately transformed a large rock from the ruined city gates into a 
living, breathing stag. The stag looked at them for a moment, and then bounded 
away across the plain. 

“T didn’t know you could do that,” Arconn said. 

“Tt’s something I learned on my last adventure,” said Alex. “Though I’ve 
never conjured a stag before.” 

“And this one won’t last long,” said Nellus. 

Once again, the thunderbird attacked. This time the giant bird did not break 
its dive, but quickly snatched the stag from the ground in one huge claw. 
Watching the bird rise into the air, Alex wondered how many stags he would 
need to create to give him and his friends enough time to safely cross the plains. 

“A pity,” Arconn said. “It was a beautiful stag.” 

“But we learned an important lesson,” Thrang added. “We can’t outrun that 
bird on our horses, and I don’t suppose Alex can create enough stags to keep it 
busy while we cross the plains.” 

“T could try, but I’m not sure it would always go for the stags,” said Alex. 

“You haven’t tried using magic against it,” Thrain pointed out. 

“No, I haven’t,” said Alex. “I’m not sure how well magic will work.” 

“You must try,” Thrang insisted. “We need to know if your magic can drive 
off the bird. If not, I’m not sure I’m willing to chance the open plain, even if you 
created hundreds of stags to keep the bird busy.” 

“Very well,” Alex agreed. “The bird will be much closer to us this time, so 
you might want to move back a little.” 

As the others stepped back, Alex transformed a large rock into a fat cow. The 
cow looked at him, confused, and then slowly started off toward the grassy plain. 
Once more the thunderbird appeared, only this time it hovered just outside the 


broken gates. As the bird caught the cow in its golden claw, Alex cast a binding 
spell, trying to freeze the bird to the ground. For a moment, it looked as if the 
spell had worked. The thunderbird gave a terrible cry of rage as it tried to lift off 
with the cow but could not. Alex watched in fascination, but then, realizing what 
was about to happen, he turned toward the cave. 


“Run!” Alex shouted. 


The others were slow to understand what he meant, but they soon saw what 
Alex had seen. The thunderbird, enraged by Alex’s spell, had turned to look 
directly at the cave where they were all standing. 

They had barely gone ten feet when a lightning bolt hit the wall of the cavern. 
A shower of rocks flew off the wall, and Alex and his friends dove to the ground 
and covered their heads. A second bolt of lighting hit the opposite wall, and a 
second shower of broken stone rained down on them. 

Alex got to his feet quickly and tried to stop the third bolt of lightning with 
his magic. His spell only deflected the bolt, which hit the mountain above the 
city gates instead. Knowing how useless his magic was against the thunderbird, 
Alex removed the binding spell he had cast. The thunderous beating of the giant 
wings almost blew Alex off his feet, and then the bird was gone. 

“Tt appears that my magic will do us little good,” Alex said, leaning against 
his staff. 

“Then we are trapped here,” Thrang said, standing up. “At least until the rains 
come.” 


“Tt is too late,” said Kat, sounding close to tears. 

“I wonder where the bird goes,” Thrain said, moving closer to the ruined 
gates. 

“Stay back,” Alex warned, but he was too late. 

A huge golden claw reached in and snatched Thrain out of the tunnel. Alex 
turned quickly to restrain the others from rushing out after Thrain. He wondered 
what he could possibly do to save his friend. 

“We have to do something,” Thrang said angrily. “We can’t just let that bird 
eat him.” 

“There is only one creature I can think of that has a chance against that bird,” 
said Alex, his mind fixing on what he had to do. “I will go after Thrain. The rest 
of you wait here, well back from the gates.” 

“What creature?” Arconn questioned. 


“Watch and see,” Alex answered, turning and running toward the sunlight. 


When the first rays of light touched Alex, he changed. He was filled with a 
wild, reckless joy, but his mind stayed fixed on the task at hand. With almost no 
effort at all, he leaped into the air, his massive wings lifting him higher as his 
dragon eyes searched for the thunderbird. He spotted it in a second, circling to 
land on the mountain behind him. Alex let out a deafening roar to attract the 
bird’s attention, and then sped straight at it, ready for battle. 


The thunderbird cried back, accepting his challenge. It spun away from the 
mountains, still clutching the struggling Thrain in its golden claw. Lightning 
flashed from the bird’s eyes, hitting one of Alex’s almost thirty-foot-long wings, 
but it had no effect. Alex felt like laughing at the feeble attack. Instead of 
laughing, though, he sent a jet of flame toward the giant bird, forcing it to turn 
sharply in midair. Alex roared again, frustrated at having missed his target and 
forgetting that the flames could have killed Thrain. 


The thunderbird climbed higher in the sky, beating its wings wildly to create a 
forceful wind. Alex saw that the bird was trying to use the wind to drive him 
toward the ground, but the wind was nothing to a dragon—it felt like a gentle 
breeze. Alex climbed higher in pursuit of his enemy. 


The thunderbird broke away once more, flying with all its speed to the north. 
Alex followed with ease, closing the gap between himself and his enemy. When 
he thought he was close enough, he sent another jet of fire at the bird, this time 
hitting its tail. The thunderbird screamed in pain and let Thrain drop from its 
talons. 


For a moment Alex hesitated, wanting to continue the battle. He heard Thrain 
scream in fear as he fell, and the fear of his friend spurred him into action. He 
dove after the falling dwarf with blinding speed, gently catching Thrain in his 
own enormous claw that gleamed with true silver. He could feel Thrain thrashing 
wildly, terrified but very much alive. He realized that carrying Thrain with him 
would be too dangerous. He swooped down to the ruined city gates, opened his 
claw to let Thrain escape, and then returned his gaze to the sky, searching once 
more for the thunderbird. 

The thunderbird was flying south, low to the ground as if hiding. 

Alex turned quickly to follow, his desire to destroy his enemy growing. As he 
left the mountain behind, Alex saw that the land had come to an end and the bird 
was soaring over the open sea, rising slightly as it flew. The sun shined off the 
golden bird, reminding Alex just how beautiful his enemy was. He allowed 


himself to consider the beauty of the thunderbird for a moment, and he slowed 
his pursuit, but only slightly. 

From a distance, he watched the thunderbird skimming over the waves 
toward a small island several miles from shore. When the thunderbird circled, 
Alex thought it was turning for another attack, but instead the bird simply landed 
on the island, as if waiting for him. Alex was puzzled but not worried. If the 
thunderbird wanted to face him on an island, that was fine; he would destroy it 
just as easily one way or the other. 


As he circled the island, Alex saw that the thunderbird was sitting on its nest. 
Alex had been correct. The bird had laid an egg and had come back to that egg in 
a last, desperate hope of protecting it. Alex knew he could destroy the bird and 
its egg easily, but for some reason he did not attack. He circled the island once 
more and then brought his own massive armored body to rest not too far from 
the thunderbird’s nest. 


“Change back,” the thunderbird called out in a strange voice. “Take back your 
natural form.” 


It was a spell meant to change him. Once again Alex felt like laughing; the 
thunderbird was trying to change him into something he was not. He was a 
dragon, a dragon with impenetrable true-silver armor, claws that could crush the 
hardest stone like soft dirt, and a whiplike tail that could shatter the best defenses 
of any enemy he faced. This was the only form he needed, and the only one he 
wanted. 


“You waste your time,” Alex said to the thunderbird. “This is my natural 
form.” 


“You are two,” the bird said in surprise. “You are both man and dragon.” 
“Dragon is enough,” Alex answered. 


“No, you must be both or neither,” answered the bird. “You cannot be whole 
unless you accept both of your true shapes.” 

The bird’s words reminded Alex of Salinor’s words. The dragon’s voice 
suddenly filled his mind, telling him that the bird spoke the truth. He was 
confused and hesitated, trying to understand, trying to remember what he was 
before he had become a dragon. The sunlight sparkled on the waves around him, 
and in an instant, he remembered everything. 

“Yes, I must be both or neither,” said Alex. 


“Will you destroy me now, dragon?” the thunderbird questioned. 


“I do not wish to,” Alex answered. “But I can’t allow you to attack my 
friends.” 

“You attacked me. You tried to bind me to the earth,” the bird said in a fierce 
tone. 

“And you destroyed the city of dwarfs that once lived in the mountain,” Alex 
answered. 


“Only for food,” said the thunderbird. “I killed only for food, not for sport.” 

“Was there nothing else for you to eat? Nothing but dwarfs?” 

“At first the sea was full and many wild herds of animals covered the plain. 
But soon the sea grew empty, and the herds fled from the plain.” 

“And you had to feed your young,” Alex said, noticing for the first time the 
baby thunderbird tucked under its mother’s wing. 


“The dwarfs were nearly gone when the egg hatched. I’ve had to hunt farther 
and farther away, and my child is always hungry.” 

“Perhaps I can help you,” said Alex. “I can fill the sea with life once more, 
but I will require a price.” 


“What price?” the thunderbird questioned. “Why would you help me? You 
have nearly destroyed me.” 


“You are not evil—you did only what you had to do,” Alex said. “I will 
change the rocks into great fish and seals and whales. But you must promise 
never to fly north of this place again. Neither you nor any member of your race 
must ever fly north.” 

“You would fill the seas for me?” 

“Do you promise?” 

“Yes, I give my sacred word that it shall be as you ask,” the thunderbird 
answered. 


“Very well, I accept,” said Alex. 


The thunderbird bowed its golden head, and Alex turned to look out at the 
sea. He took a deep breath of the salty air and considered what he would do. He 
moved to the shore of the island, looking for what he needed as he went. The 
shore was rocky, and there were dozens of large, broken boulders just offshore. 
He thought about what would be needed, then he magically looked into the sea 
and saw that everything was already there. The thunderbird had eaten the large 
fish—the whales and the sea mammals—but nothing smaller. 


Focusing his thoughts, Alex worked the magic, changing the dozens of 
offshore rocks into great whales. He knew that many of them would die to feed 
the thunderbird and its chick, but some would live, enough to ensure that there 
would always be whales here. Pleased with his work, he changed the rocks along 
the shore into a vast herd of sea lions. Their noise filled the air as they scattered 
into the sea. Finally, he changed another group of rocks into giant sea turtles— 
bigger than any sea turtles he had ever seen—and the last group of rocks into 
large fish. When he was done working his magic, he turned back to the 
thunderbird. 


“You are more than I imagined, and for your kindness, my clan will always be 
in your debt,” the thunderbird said, bowing its head again. “You have my 
promise, great one.” 


“Live well,” said Alex. “Take what is needed and nothing more. Remember 
your promise, and warn your clan not to go north of this place or I will return 
and destroy them.” 


“Tt will be as you say,” the thunderbird answered. 


Alex rose from the island and skimmed across the sea, looking down at his 
own reflection in the waters. It was both strange and wonderful to see his own 
blue-green eyes looking back at him from the face of an enormous dragon of true 
silver. The dragon form was truly his own now, and he laughed at the thought 
that he had been so afraid to take such a wondrous shape. 

Thank you, Salinor, Alex thought as he flew back toward the mountain. Thank 
you for explaining what I am. 

I didnt do that, Salinor’s voice replied inside his mind. I only showed you 
what you might become. 

Alex laughed at Salinor’s words, and he could hear Salinor laughing as well. 
He knew that Salinor understood exactly what he was feeling, so he simply flew 
on, enjoying himself as any dragon would. 


Chapter Twenty-Two 


The Dragon Returns 


When Alex returned to the ruined gates of the dwarf city, his friends were 
nowhere to be seen. He dropped down to the ground and changed back into his 
human form. He felt wonderful—better than he could ever remember—and he 
knew the power of the dragon would be with him always. 

Alex wondered why he had been so afraid to take the dragon form, but then 
he heard his friends talking in the darkness. It was obvious they hadn’t heard him 
return, and he paused to listen to them. 

“He is a danger to himself and to us,” Barnabus said. 

“He did not attack us when he returned with Thrain,” said Arconn in a 
reasonable tone. “He brought Thrain back, shaken but unhurt.” 

“Yet he did not reply to our calls,” Nellus countered. “He acted as if he 
couldn’t hear us at all.” 

“And then he flew off after the thunderbird,” Thrang added. “He was hot to 
continue the battle.” 

“You’re sure that thing was Alex?” Thrain questioned in a shaky voice. 

“Tt was Alex,” Kat said calmly. 

“Was,” Barnabus said loudly. “The longer he remains a dragon, the less of 
our friend will remain. Arconn, you know more about such things than any of us. 
How long can Alex keep that shape and not lose himself?” 

“That depends on how strong he is,” Arconn answered. “I’ve known wizards 
to take different shapes for days and even weeks, but I must admit, it is often 
difficult for them to return to themselves. And the dragon shape is the most 
dangerous form there is for a wizard.” 

“Alex has been gone for almost an hour,” Barnabus said. “I begin to doubt he 
will ever return to us.” 

“He will return,” Kat said in a confident tone. 

“You seem so sure,” Thrang said to Kat, his own voice shaking slightly. “Did 
you foresee this change? Do you know why he chose to become a dragon?” 

“T am not an oracle,” said Kat. “And now I may never be one.” 

“But you know something,” Arconn said. 


“T guess at many things, but I do not know,” Kat said softly. “I believe Alex is 
safe, and that he will return to us as himself.” 


“More like the dragon—ready to destroy us when we step out of this cave,” 
Barnabus said. 


“No, I don’t believe that,” said Arconn. 


“Perhaps the person we have traveled with isn’t really Alex,” Thrain said 
softly. “Maybe he’s still on the Isle of Bones, and the dragon there took his place 
with us.” 


“Don’t say such things,” Thrang snapped angrily. “We’ll wait until morning. 
If Alex has not returned by then—” 


“Why wait until morning?” questioned Alex, moving forward toward his 
friends. 


Alex could see his friends were both relieved and afraid. He understood their 
fear, because it was something he had also felt. 


“You have no need to fear,” Alex said. “I am your friend, not the dragon from 
the Isle of Bones.” 


“T didn’t mean—” Thrain began. 

“No harm is done,” Alex interrupted. “I repeat, I am myself. And we are free 
to leave whenever we like.” 

“So you destroyed the thunderbird?” Arconn questioned. 

“No, I did not,” said Alex. “I struck a bargain with it. No thunderbird will 
ever trouble this land again.” 

“You were in the dragon form for a long time,” Thrang said slowly. “Are you 
sure you’re all right? Perhaps you would like to rest awhile.” 

“Pm fine,” said Alex. He turned to Arconn. “You are right to say that 
changing one’s own shape is dangerous, but the dragon shape holds no danger 
for me.” 

“Then,” Barnabus began and paused, “then are you a dragon? Pretending to 
be a man?” 

“No.” Alex laughed. “I am a man and a dragon. I am both, and I can take 
either shape without fear of losing myself.” 

“That is not possible,” Nellus said. 

“And how would you know what is and is not possible?” Alex questioned. 
“You cannot see far enough into the past to know the truth. Not even Arconn can 


see that far into the past.” 

“No, I can’t,” agreed Arconn. “But I have heard legends, stories of ancient 
times that suggested men and dragons were once the same race. We elves never 
believed them.” 

“Yes, some men were once dragons,” Alex said. “But that was long ago, and 
almost no one remembers that time now.” 

“T suspect the dragon on the Isle of Bones remembers,” Arconn said, nodding 
his understanding. 

“Yes, he remembers,” said Alex. “He is the oldest living thing in the known 
lands. He is the guardian of the past, and he remembers.” 

“So you are both man and dragon?” Thrang repeated, shaking his head as he 
tried to understand. 


“T am,” said Alex. “And I must ask that none of you share this information 
with anyone. I doubt anyone would believe such a story, but it would be best if 
few people knew the truth.” 

“Yes, of course,” said Thrang. “I, for one, will never tell this tale.” 

Alex looked at each of his companions one at a time, and they all swore in 
turn that they would keep Alex’s secret. Alex turned to Kat last, but even as she 
promised not to tell what she knew, Alex saw a great sorrow inside her. He 
remembered Kat saying that it was too late—but too late for what? 

“Kat,” Alex said softly. “What did you mean when you said that you may 
never become an oracle?” 

“Can’t you guess?” Kat answered, tears filling her eyes. “The empty tower by 
the sea.” 


“The tower you once tried to enter, but I stopped you,” said Alex. 

“Tt will vanish into the evening mist in three days’ time,” Kat said sadly. “It is 
too late for me to enter. Too late to find out if I was meant to be the Oracle of the 
Empty Tower.” 

“Tt’s too late when you are dead and not before,” said Alex, his mind racing 
for some way to get Kat back to the tower in less than three days. It came to him 
so suddenly that he started to laugh. 


“What?” Thrang questioned. “What’s so funny?” 


“The prophesy,” Alex answered. “The dragon will bring the oracle—it is so 
simple.” 


“Of course,” said Arconn. “As the dragon, you can reach the tower in a day or 
less. Then Kat can become the oracle before the tower vanishes.” 


“You would do that for me?” Kat questioned, a look of disbelief on her face. 


“T told you that once we’d found what we were looking for I would help you 
any way I could,” said Alex. “We have the Ring of Searching, so now we must 
get you back to the tower before it’s too late.” 


“What about the rest of us?” Thrang questioned. “You can’t carry all of us 
and our horses.” 


“Turn the horses loose on the plain; they will be safe there. The rest of you 
can all ride on my back,” Alex answered. 


“You will need to travel very fast,” Arconn said. “We may not be able to hold 
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on. 


“Tie ropes to me and to yourselves,” said Alex. “Then none of you will fall 
off, and we can move as fast as possible.” 


“Can’t we ride?” Thrain asked in a shaky voice. “Can’t you take Kat to the 
tower while the rest of us ride north again? I mean, well, I did promise Fivra that 
Pd try to go with him to see an oracle when we got back.” 


“Would you miss what is coming?” Alex questioned. “Oracles are not made 
every day. This will be something worth seeing, even if you have to ride on a 
dragon’s back to get there.” 

“Besides, you can’t go running off to an oracle with Fivra until you are 
released from this adventure,” Thrang said sternly to Thrain. “It was a foolish 
promise, and one you’ll find hard to keep.” 

“What about the treasure we left in Kazad-Syn?” Nellus asked. 

“We can collect that on the way,” Alex said with a wave of his hand. “I can 
take us close to the city and then change from a dragon into a bird to reach 
Thorson and collect our treasure. If you like, Thrang, I can even change you into 
a bird and you can go with me.” 

“But—” Thrain began, a look of fear on his face. 

“No buts,” Thrang said firmly. “Alex’s plan is a good one. We will ride the 
dragon to the tower.” 

“As you wish,” said Thrain in a dejected tone. 

“There is no need to fear,” Alex said, putting his hand on Thrain’s shoulder. 
“T did not let you fall when the thunderbird dropped you, and I will not let you 
fall now.” 


“I know,” said Thrain, his voice shaking. “It’s just that .. .” 


“T know,” said Alex before Thrain could go on. “I have felt the fear as well. 
But there is nothing to fear now. Trust me, you will be safe.” 


Thrain nodded and slowly looked up into Alex’s face. Alex gave him an 
encouraging smile. Thrain smiled back weakly and then hurried to collect his 
gear from the tunnel floor. 


It was well after noon by the time they were ready to go. Their freed horses 
wandered across the grassy plain, and all of Alex’s friends had strong ropes tied 
around them that they would attach to Alex once he had changed. 


“With your permission,” Alex said to Thrang, with a bow. 
“Yes, of course,” Thrang answered, returning the bow. 


The change, now that Alex had time to think about it, was incredible. It didn’t 
require any great magical effort, only a simple acceptance of what he was. He let 
his mind reach out, and felt the magic filling him, almost flooding into the space 
around him and connecting him with everything that made the land of Thraxon. 
His heart raced with simple joy as once again he became the dragon. 


He lowered himself to the ground and stretched out his massive true-silver leg 
to form a step so his friends could climb onto his back, and then waited for 
Thrang to call out that they were ready. At Thrang’s call, he leaped into the air, 
circling the mountain as he climbed into the afternoon sky. When he was as high 
as the highest peak of the mountain, he turned north and shot back across the 
plain that had taken them weeks to cross. 


The sun sank in the west and the first stars came out, and still Alex flew 
north. His dragon eyes could see everything below him clearly, and he changed 
his course slightly as they approached Neplee. He didn’t want to be seen by the 
dwarfs, because he knew the sight of a dragon would terrify them for days to 
come. 


They flew through the night, and though they were still miles from Kazad- 
Syn, Alex could clearly see the city in the darkness. Once again he changed 
direction slightly and flew lower so the mountains would hide him from any 
dwarfs who might be watching the sky. He flew as close to the city as he dared, 
looking for a spot to land. High on the mountainside, he found a hidden valley 
and quietly glided down into it. There was still snow on the ground, but the air 
was warm, and they were well hidden from the city below. 


Once his friends had climbed off his back, Alex returned to his own shape. He 


felt wonderful, rested, and ready for anything. His friends, however, looked tired 
and worn-out, ready for sleep. Even Arconn looked tired, which was odd for the 
elf. Alex let them rest while he gathered wood for a fire. After he had stacked a 
large pile of wood and started a fire, he turned to Thrang. 


“Do you wish to come with me?” Alex questioned. 


“T think I should,” said Thrang. “I doubt Thorson would let you take the 
treasure if you simply turned up asking for it. And I know he wouldn’t be able to 
stop you from taking it if your mind was set on it.” 


“Then I should ask, which bird is the most loved in Kazad-Syn?” 
“Many birds are loved, but the raven is the most respected.” 


“Very well, we will travel as ravens. I should warn you that taking the shape 
of a bird is thrilling. You will keep your mind, but you will be tempted by the 
freedom of flight. Try to stay focused on our task. I will not let you fly too far 
from me, and I will change you back to your natural shape when we reach 
Thorson.” 


“Very well,” Thrang agreed. “The rest of you should rest and eat. We 
shouldn’t be gone too long.” 


The others nodded, and Alex tapped Thrang once on the shoulder with his 
staff. Thrang immediately changed into a raven. He croaked loudly and took 
flight. Smiling at Thrang’s sudden energy, Alex changed himself and flew 
quickly after his friend. He wasn’t worried about Thrang flying away, because he 
had magically bound Thrang to him when he’d changed him. 


The night air was refreshing as they traveled down the side of the mountain 
toward Kazad-Syn. Alex could smell the city as he flew, but he could see very 
little. Raven eyes were not as keen as dragon eyes, and he had to concentrate to 
find his way to Thorson’s house. 

Thrang seemed to know exactly where he was going, however, and when 
Alex saw him dive into Thorson’s garden he followed close behind. 

“What is this?” Thorson questioned, looking puzzled as a raven landed on his 
table. “No raven is so friendly with a stranger.” 

“He is no stranger,” said Alex, taking his own shape as he touched down 
beside the table. 

“By the ancients, Alex! How did you get here?” Thorson jumped up, 
knocking over his chair. His eyes were wide with wonder as he looked from 
Alex to the raven on the table and back again. 


“Return,” Alex commanded, changing Thrang back to his normal self. 

The table tipped over with a crash, and Thrang staggered to his feet. 

“You could have waited until I was off the table,” Thrang grumbled. 

“You could have landed someplace else,” said Alex. 

“Thrang?” Thorson questioned in disbelief. “You’ve learned to change 
shape?” 

“Don’t be stupid,” said Thrang. “Alex changed me so we could come and talk 
to you.” 

“Are you in trouble? Are your friends trapped somewhere? Should I call the 
family to arms?” 

“No, no, no,” said Thrang, grabbing Thorson by the shoulders. “Everything is 
fine, but we’re in a hurry. We only stopped in the city to collect the treasure we 
left with you. I don’t have time to explain everything, and I don’t know where 
Pd begin if I did have time.” 

“Yes, of course,” said Thorson as he clutched Thrang’s hand. “Have you 
heard the news?” 


“What news?” Thrang questioned. 

“Stories have come from the Lost Mountains,” Thorson answered, motioning 
them to follow him. “The details are sketchy, but they said a great evil has been 
destroyed there.” 

“That is true,” said Thrang. “Alex has done a great service for the dwarfs of 
the Lost Mountains, and he has been named a lord of their city.” 

“A man named lord of a dwarf city?” Thorson said in surprise. “That is 
something unheard of.” 

“Alex is one of the greatest wizards there ever has been,” said Thrang as if 
that explained everything. They started down the stairs that led to the lower 
chambers. 

“You are too kind,” said Alex from behind the two dwarfs. 

“Not at all,” Thrang answered. “I don’t know a lot about wizards, but I think 
you’ve done more in your short career as a wizard than most other wizards do in 
a lifetime.” 

“Perhaps,” Alex allowed, hoping that Thrang would change the subject. 


“Here we are,” Thorson said as they came to the door of the lower chamber. 
“Sorted, just as you asked.” 


“You’ve done us a great service, brother,” said Thrang. “I would offer to pay 
you, but I know you wouldn’t accept.” 


“And you are correct.” Thorson laughed. “It is an honor to have served you, 
and to be honest, a great pleasure to sort this treasure for you.” 


Thorson unlocked the door and threw it open, but the room beyond the door 
was dark. Laughing at his own forgetfulness, Thorson turned to get a lamp. 


“No need,” Alex said, conjuring up the familiar weir lights. 


“Ah, a wonderful spell,” said Thorson, watching the weir lights dart into the 
room. “I wish I could learn to do that.” 


“Your magic is worse than mine,” Thrang said with a laugh. 


“And we don’t have time for me to teach either of you now,” Alex said, 
catching Thrang’s eye. 


“Yes, we do need to hurry,” said Thrang. “The others are waiting, and we still 
have a long way to go.” 


“You will spend the night at least,” Thorson objected. 

“No, we must go,” said Thrang. “Alex, you are better than I am at storing 
things quickly. Will you place all of this in your bag and hold it until we can 
divide it properly in Darvish?” 

“Darvish?” Thorson questioned. “Why are you going to Darvish? You’ve 
already been there once.” 

“T don’t think I should say,” Thrang said slowly, looking at Alex for help. 


“Tell him why, but not how,” said Alex as he turned his attention to the room 
full of treasure. 


“The empty tower will vanish it two days’ time,” said Thrang. “We’re taking 
the new oracle to the tower before it fades forever.” 


“But that’s at least a week of hard riding,” said Thorson. “Even as a raven, 
you’ll be hard-pressed to reach the tower before it’s gone.” 


“We’ll be there before it fades,” said Thrang. “Don’t ask questions that I can’t 
answer, brother.” 


“As you wish,” said Thorson with a bow. 
Alex stored the treasure in his bag and stood beside Thrang once more. 


“If you have the time, Thorson, you may want to set out for Benorg,” Alex 
said with a smile. “We will be going there after we leave Darvish.” 


“So you’ve found it?” Thorson said happily. “You’ve found what you were 


looking for?” 

“And more,” Thrang answered. 

“We will be in Darvish at least a week,” Alex said. “After that, we will be 
returning to Benorg.” 

“A week?” Thrang questioned. 

“T believe that is the normal celebration time when a new oracle comes to 
power,” Alex explained. 

“And this oracle travels with you?” Thorson questioned. 

“Yes,” Thrang said with a laugh. “She’s been with us all along, only we didn’t 
realize it.” 

“Kat is the oracle?” Thorson said in surprise. “I . . . I don’t know what to 
say.” 

“Then say nothing,” Alex suggested. “It is not our place to judge oracles or 
decide who should be an oracle. It is best to simply accept them and what they 
say.” 

“Yes, of course,” Thorson said with another bow. 

“Come now, Thrang. We must go,” said Alex, starting up the stairs. 

Thorson walked along quietly as they made their way back to the garden. The 
chair and table were still lying on the ground, and Alex and Thrang helped 
Thorson set them back in place. Thrang hugged Thorson good-bye, and once 
again Alex touched him with his staff. The raven that was Thrang flew up and 
circled the house, waiting for Alex to join him. 

“Come to Benorg, if you can,” said Alex. “The party there will be a thing to 
remember.” 

“Yes, I will,” said Thorson happily. 

Without saying anything more, Alex changed himself into a raven, flying up 
to meet Thrang over the house. He could see Thorson watching them with a look 
of wonder on his face, before he was lost from sight. 

Alex and Thrang flew close, climbing slowly back into the mountains where 
the rest of their company was waiting. It was not a difficult flight, but by the 
time they saw the campfire, Alex could tell that Thrang was growing tired. 

“Alex,” Arconn exclaimed as Alex changed back to himself in front of the elf, 
“T wish you wouldn’t do that. Or at least give me some warning.” 


“Sorry,” Alex said with a laugh. “It’s easy to forget such things. Now, where 


has Thrang gotten to?” 

Thrang squawked loudly as he hopped in the snow next to the tents that had 
been set up. Alex turned to look at him and, at the same time, broke the spell that 
had changed Thrang into a bird. 

“A pleasant enough way to travel,” Thrang said stiffly. “More tiring than 
horseback, but pleasant just the same.” 

“You make an excellent raven,” Alex said. “Now, I think you should rest with 
the others. We still have a long way to go, but I don’t think we will start too 
early.” 

“Early would be better than late,” Thrang said as he yawned. “Less likely to 
be seen, and we need to get to Darvish quickly.” 

“There is time,” said Alex. “And I doubt we will be seen. Even if we are, it 
fits into the legend, so there’s no need to worry.” 

“Yes, of course,” said Thrang, walking slowly to his tent. “Wake me for 
breakfast, then.” 

Alex smiled as Thrang walked away, and then turned back to the fire and 
Arconn. Arconn looked as if he wanted to ask a hundred questions but didn’t 
know where to begin. Alex took a chair from his magic bag and sat down next to 
the fire. 

“What is it you want to know?” Alex asked. 

“Nothing and everything,” Arconn said with a smile. 

“That is easy and difficult,” Alex said and started to laugh. 

“How long have you known? I mean, how long have you known that you 
could take the dragon form without losing yourself?” 

“T wasn’t sure until today,” said Alex. “I almost lost myself when I went after 
the thunderbird, but then the bird spoke to me.” 

“What did it say?” 

“Tt tried to magically change me back to my true form. It didn’t know that I 
was both man and dragon, and it thought it could force me back into the shape of 
aman.” 

“But the spell didn’t work,” Arconn said. 

“No, but it made me think. At the time, I thought I was only a dragon and I 
couldn’t remember what I was before,” said Alex. “When I thought about it, 
though, I remembered what I was. The memory was enough to allow me to see 


my true self as both man and dragon.” 
“T am glad you did not lose yourself,” said Arconn. 


“So am I,” Alex agreed. “But I must admit, I would rather be lost as a dragon 
than as any other living thing.” 


“Even a man?” 
“Yes, even a man.” 


Arconn fell silent, and Alex allowed himself to rest in front of the fire. He 
wasn’t tired at all, but he needed to relax his mind. Several things were 
happening all at once in Thraxon, and he seemed to be in the middle of all of 
them. Not only had they recovered the Ring of Searching, which had been their 
goal all along, but he was about to take Kat to the empty tower, where he hoped 
she would be able to enter and become the oracle. Then there was the crown of 
Set, which Alex needed to return to King Thorgood. Thrang probably knew what 
Thorgood had promised, but Alex knew he didn’t want to talk about it until 
Thorgood was present. 

Apart from everything else, there was also his link to Salinor and the other 
dragons. There was the evil spirit, Mog, which he had defeated in Nethrom’s 
cave, and there was the hidden conspiracy Bane had talked about. These were all 
important, but Alex didn’t know why exactly. It was like some huge puzzle, and 
he didn’t know what the picture would be when he put all the pieces together. 

KK 


“At the speed you flew yesterday, we should reach Darvish before noon,” 
Thrang said to Alex over breakfast. “That leaves a full day and a half before the 
tower fades.” 

“We won’t reach the tower today,” Alex said softly. 

“Why not?” Arconn questioned. “Surely there is no reason to delay.” 

“No real reason,” Alex said with a smile. “But part of being an oracle is what 
people think.” 

“And you don’t think the people of Darvish will accept me as an oracle if I 
arrive today?” Kat asked. 

“T think they will accept you, but that’s not enough,” Alex answered. “There 
needs to be a legend, something impressive that will be passed down from 
generation to generation. You realize that you will live for a very long time as 
the Oracle of the Empty Tower.” 

“Yes, I’ve been thinking about that,” said Kat. “I think that is the part I fear 


the most.” 

“Fear?” Thrang questioned. 

“Perhaps fear is not the right word, but it is the only word that seems to fit,” 
Kat said, shaking her head. “I think Arconn must know what I mean. After all, 
he has lived for a long time.” 

“You don’t want to see your friends grow old and die,” Arconn said in a 
kindly tone. “You don’t want to see those you care about fade, only to be 
replaced by others you do not know.” 

“Yes,” Kat said, staring into the fire. “Men live a short time, dwarfs a little 
longer. Only elves and oracles seem to go on for ages.” 

“And wizards and dragons,” Nellus said, glancing at Alex. 

“Some wizards and some dragons,” Alex corrected. “Still, I can understand 
Kat’s fear because I have felt it too.” 

“There are sorrows, that is true,” Arconn said thoughtfully. “We lose those 
who are close to us, and we are sad when they are gone. Still, there is the joy of 
life and the knowledge that those we love are never really gone, as long as we 
remember them.” 

“Wise words, but they offer little comfort,” said Kat. 

“If you do not wish to go to Darvish, we will not go,” Alex said softly. 

“No, I must go,” said Kat in a determined tone. “I just hope it will be worth 
it.” 

The others did not speak, mostly because they didn’t know what to say. How 
could any of them tell what the future held? How could they know if Kat would 
find being the Oracle of the Empty Tower worth the effort and the sacrifice? 

Alex realized for the first time how similar his life was to Kat’s. He would 
probably live a long time as a wizard; Whalen had told him as much. How would 
he feel when his friends—the people who had taught him so much and been with 
him on his adventures—grew old and died? It was difficult to think about, but he 
knew it would happen. 

“We should be going,” Alex said after several minutes of silence. 

“I thought you said we wouldn’t reach Darvish today,” said Thrang. 

“We won’t, but the dragon will,” Alex answered. “We’ll let the people of 
Darvish see the dragon today so the crowds can gather for tomorrow.” 

“And then you’ll take us all to the city?” Thrain questioned. 


“No, I will take only Kat,” Alex answered. “I will find a place close to the 
city for us to camp. Then tomorrow, before dawn, the rest of you will walk to the 
city. I will join you in the crowd later. After all, I don’t want to change into my 
human form in front of the crowd.” 

“And I will be left alone to try to enter the tower,” Kat said sadly. 

“You will enter the tower and become the oracle,” Alex said confidently. 
“After I deliver you to the tower, you will dismiss me as if I were your servant. 
That will help build your legend and reputation. I will fly away and vanish from 
the city, returning as a bird and meeting the others in the waiting crowds.” 

“Very well,” said Kat. “I see the wisdom of your plan. I just hope I can enter 
the empty tower without going mad.” 

“You will be the oracle,” Alex said again. 

“How can you be so certain?” Kat questioned. 

“Why else would you be traveling with a dragon?” Alex laughed. 


Chapter Twenty-Three 


The Oracle Returns 


It was almost midday before Alex found a hiding place for them near the city 
of Darvish. He’d managed to slip into the trees near the road without being seen, 
and he left his friends there to make camp. Alex took flight once more and 
deliberately flew low over the city. He let out a great roar as he circled the empty 
tower and watched as the people of Darvish ran for their houses. When the city 
guards began to gather and form into groups to defend the city, he turned and 
flew back toward the mountains, vanishing behind the clouds and taking the 
shape of an eagle. 

“An impressive show,” Arconn said as Alex changed back into himself by the 
campfire. “The people in the city must have been terrified.” 


“Perhaps,” said Alex with a wicked smile. “We’ll give them a few hours to 
shake off their fear and remember the legends about the tower.” 


“Do you suppose all legends come true like this?” Barnabus asked as he 
handed Alex a plate of food. “Crafty wizards doing things so the people will 
believe?” 

“I don’t know,” Alex answered. “I think most legends come true because 
people believe in them and want them to come true, with or without the help of 
wizards.” 

“I think most come true because they are meant to,” Arconn said. “I’ve been 
around for a long time, and I’ve seen and heard many legends. All the legends 
that have come true have done so more by luck than anything else.” 

“Perhaps,” Thrang said. “Though I don’t really believe in luck or chance. I 
think there is something more—something we haven’t found a name for yet.” 

“Whatever it is, I’m glad you are all here with me,” Kat said with a weak 
smile. “I don’t think I could do this alone.” 

Later that day, Alex flew back over the city of Darvish, but this time the 
people did not run and hide as they had before. Once again he circled the tower, 
and once again he roared, but the city guards did not assemble to fight him. The 
people watched him, pointing and whispering to one another as he flew off 
toward the mountains. 

When Alex returned for the third time, the sun was setting. He wasn’t 


surprised to see that several people had gathered in the large square next to the 
empty tower. They looked up at him as he circled the tower, and he could tell 
that they wanted him to land. They all wanted, more than anything else in the 
world, for the dragon to deliver the oracle to the tower. 

“The city looks ready for your arrival,” Alex said to Kat when he returned to 
their camp. “People are already gathering near the tower.” 

“Yes, your plan is working perfectly,” said Kat. “I hope it doesn’t fail 
tomorrow when I try to enter the tower.” 

“Tt won’t,” Alex said reassuringly. “I’m sure you can enter the tower, and I 
think you know you can as well.” 

“Perhaps,” said Kat with a slight smile. 

None of them felt much like sleeping that night, but they all tried. Alex felt no 
need for sleep, having spent most of the day in the dragon’s shape. He sat beside 
the fire with Arconn, watching the stars move across the sky. It was well before 
sunrise when Thrang roused the rest of them, and they all prepared to go to the 
city. 

“We’ll see you at the tower,” Thrang said, bowing to Kat. “May fortune smile 
on you this day.” 

“You are most kind, my friends. I am in your debt,” Kat answered with a bow 
of her own. 

As the others left, Alex turned to Kat. She looked a little nervous, and perhaps 
a little pale, and her clothes looked worn from the long journey. 

“I don’t think you should enter your tower looking like that,” Alex said, 
trying and failing to frown. 

“No, I suppose not,” said Kat, smiling weakly. “But I don’t have anything an 
oracle would wear.” 

“With your permission,” said Alex, bowing slightly and raising his staff. 

He touched Kat lightly on top of her head with his staff and a ball of white 
light covered her for a moment. As the light faded, Kat looked down at the long 
silver-white gown that Alex had created for her. 

“Tt... it’s so beautiful,” Kat said, tears filling her eyes. “I’ve never owned a 
gown as fine as this.” 

“Tt seems correct for the occasion,” said Alex. “Your friends may always 
remember you as Kat, but from this day on, you will be Katrina, the Oracle of 
the Empty Tower.” 


“Yes, and I owe it all to you, my friend,” said Kat. 


“You owe me only your friendship,” said Alex. “You are an oracle—or will 
be before this day is over. You are in no one’s debt, and all that you owe anyone 
is the truth.” 


“T will remember your words,” said Kat. “And I will have to learn to hide the 
truth with words.” 


“Tt will come to you in time, I think,” said Alex. 


Alex and Kat sat quietly, waiting for the sun to rise and their friends to reach 
the city. Finally, Alex stood and walked away from the fire, preparing to take his 
dragon form. Kat stood back and watched, a fierce and determined look on her 
face. 


As the dragon, Alex lowered himself and stretched out his leg so Kat could 
easily climb onto his back. He took flight gently, knowing that Kat would not be 
tied to him as she had been on their speedy journey from the south. 


The square near the empty tower was full of people when Alex flew over the 
city, and all of the faces were looking up at him. He easily spotted his friends in 
the crowd, standing close to the tower gate. Alex circled the tower once, and 
then gently glided down to a large area that had been kept clear of people, 
apparently so he would have a place to land. 


Alex lowered himself and stretched out his leg so Kat could climb down. The 
square sounded like it was full of bees as Kat, in her new gown, climbed off the 
dragon and looked up at the tower. Alex was pleased to see the surprised looks 
on his friend’s faces. They had obviously not thought about what Kat would be 
wearing. 

“Go, my friend,” said Kat, turning back to Alex. “If I need you again, I will 
call.” 


Alex bowed his dragon’s head to Kat and leaped back into the air. He saw that 
Kat stood watching him go, and the people in the square all watched as well. He 
flew up around the tower, roaring as he went. He sped away toward the 
mountains before the echo of his cry had faded from the city. 


It took only a few minutes for Alex to reach the mountains, and as soon as he 
passed over them, he changed into a falcon. Like an arrow, he shot back over the 
mountains and toward the city. It was slower than dragon’s flight, but fast 
enough. When he reached the main square, Kat was speaking to Kathnar, the old 
man who had first told Alex and Arconn about the tower. 


Alex settled on Arconn’s shoulder as if he belonged there. Arconn looked a 
little surprised, but he did not call out or draw attention to Alex. When Alex felt 
certain that his arrival as a falcon had not been noticed, he worked a little more 
magic. A shadow seemed to cover the empty space beside Arconn, and anyone 
who happened to be looking at the shadow suddenly felt the need to rub their 
eyes. In the blink of an eye, Alex returned to his own shape, standing next to 
Arconn as if he had always been there. 


“Kathnar seems unwilling to accept her,” Arconn said in a lowered voice. “He 
seems determined to prevent her from entering the tower.” 


“That’s odd,” said Alex. “He seemed so eager for the oracle to arrive when 
we were here before.” 


“Yes,” Arconn agreed. “Now he seems like a man about to lose his power.” 


“And perhaps he is,” said Alex thoughtfully. “He’s been the guardian of the 
tower his entire life. That responsibility is something he will have to give up 
now that the oracle has come.” 


“You don’t think Kat would throw him out, do you?” Arconn questioned. 


“No, but Kathnar has no way of knowing that,” Alex answered. “All he 
knows is that his world is about to change, and he isn’t happy about it.” 


“Should we do something?” Arconn questioned. 


“Not yet,” Alex answered, taking a step back. “I think I know how to 
persuade the stubborn Kathnar.” 


Alex’s hand moved slightly as he cast a spell on a group of people close by. 
He listened to them talking for a moment and heard their words quickly being 
repeated by others in the crowd. He turned to Arconn with a smile on his face. 

“What did you do?” Arconn questioned. 

“Listen to the crowd,” Alex answered. 

“What does that old fool think he’s doing?” a woman behind them said 
loudly. 

“He has no right to keep her from the tower,” a man to one side of them said 
in an angry tone. 

“The dragon brought her; she must be the oracle of the legend,” someone in 
front of them said loudly. 


It took only a few minutes for the words to spread across the square, and less 
than a minute more for people to begin calling for Kathnar to move out of the 


way. Alex was surprised at the crowd’s growing anger as they began to chant 
together, “Let her pass. Let her pass.” 


“This could be trouble,” Arconn said nervously. 


Alex didn’t have time to answer. Kat turned to face the crowd, holding up her 
hands for silence. As if by magic, the chanting stopped, and the people grew 
still, waiting to hear what Kat would say. 


“Good people of Darvish, calm yourselves,” Kat began. “Kathnar is the 
Keeper of the Empty Tower, and he has served long and well. Do not be angry 
with him for doing what he must. I am certain that he will not bar me from the 
tower. He only wishes to do his duty for you, and for the true oracle of the tower. 
I am the true oracle, and with Kathnar’s permission, I will prove it.” 


The people broke into wild cheers when Kat finished speaking. Kathnar 
looked dumbfounded and completely lost. Kat moved forward and spoke softly 
to Kathnar, and then walked past him toward the gate of the empty tower. She 
never paused or slowed her pace, and soon she was lost from sight. 


Kathnar turned to look at the tower gate. He dropped to one knee, waiting for 
Kat to return. 


“Well, she’s done it,” said Thrang, turning around. “Oh, Alex—how long 
have you been here?” 


“Long enough,” said Alex with a laugh. 


Kat soon returned to the tower gate, smiling as the crowd went wild with 
cheers around her. Alex watched as Kathnar acknowledged Kat as the true oracle 
and asked her forgiveness for his doubts. Kat nodded and took Kathnar’s arm, 
leading him back toward the tower that was now her home. 

“Well, that’s that, then,” Thrang said happily. “I suppose we should try to find 
a place to spend the night.” 

“Several nights, I would guess,” Nellus said. “Alex said the celebrations 
would last for seven days.” 

“And after that we will need to aquire some horses,” Barnabus reminded 
them. “It’s a long walk to Benorg from here.” 

“T doubt we’ll find anyone running their inns or selling horses for some time 
yet,” Alex said with a laugh. “It seems the whole city is here, so we might as 
well take our time and enjoy ourselves.” 

Alex and his friends headed for the shady spot below the tower where Arconn 
and Alex had sat so many months before. They relaxed and watched as people 


milled about the tower, talking and planning the upcoming celebrations. They 
had not been there long, however, when Kathnar came hurrying toward them. 

“Lords,” Kathnar began with a bow. “The lady of the tower asks that you join 
her. She wishes you to be her honored guests for the days of celebration.” 


“The lady honors us, and we will do as she asks,” Thrang said with a smile. 

Once again, Kathnar bowed to them before leading them toward the tower 
gate. While they were walking, Thrang spoke quietly to the company. 

“Kat is no longer the adventurer who traveled with us. She is now the Oracle 
of the Empty Tower, so remember to address her correctly and show the proper 
respect.” 

They all agreed as Kathnar led them through the courtyard outside of the 
tower and to a large house that stood on the far side. 

“This house has not been used in many years,” Kathnar said in an apologetic 
tone. “We are still making things ready. I hope you will not be greatly troubled 
by this.” 

“You are most kind,” said Thrang with a bow. “I’m sure we will be fine.” 

“If you have need of anything, ask any of the servants of the tower,” Kathnar 
went on. “The lady asks that you join her for the evening meal. Someone will 
come for you then.” 

“As the lady wishes,” said Thrang, and the entire company bowed. 

Kathnar returned their bows and then departed. Alex and his friends entered 
the house and saw several people rushing about, trying to make things ready for 
them. It was a large house and richly decorated, but Alex could see that it had 
not been used for a long time, and that it would need more than cleaning before 
it was restored. 

“It is fortunate that we collected our treasure from Thorson,” Alex said. “Kat 
will need it to restore things to their proper order.” 

“The lady of the tower, you mean,” Thrang said with a smile. “And yes, it 
appears that these rooms have been neglected for a long time.” 

“Tt’s only her first day as an oracle,” Arconn reminded them. “I’m sure things 
will be put in order quickly.” 

They made themselves comfortable in the house and found the bedrooms that 
had been prepared for them. They each removed their weapons and their magic 
bags, as was the custom when visiting an oracle, and then gathered in one of the 
large sitting rooms. 


“We’re hardly dressed for dinner with an oracle,” Nellus said, looking down 
at his worn boots. 

“Speaking of which, where did Kat get that beautiful gown she was 
wearing?” Thrang questioned, his eyes fixed on Alex. 

“I couldn’t let her arrive in worn travel clothes,” Alex said with a smile. “It 
wouldn’t look right.” 

“T don’t suppose you could do something similar for the rest of us?” Thrang 
asked as he stroked his beard. 

“I suppose Pll have to do something,” Alex answered with a laugh. “You all 
look a bit worn, and it won’t do to visit the oracle with you looking like this.” 

“You should talk.” Arconn laughed. “Your clothes are as worn as any of 
ours.” 

“Yes, I suppose they are,” Alex agreed, looking down at his own clothes. “I 
think a good wash is in order before we worry about clothes. I wonder if there is 
tub of hot water in this house.” 

When Thrang asked one of the servants about taking a bath, the servant led 
them to another room. The tub of water they were expecting was actually the 
size of a small swimming pool. The servant apologized that the water was not as 
hot as it should be. 

“Tf you like, I can start heating water now, but it will be hours before enough 
is ready for you to bathe in,” the young man said. 

“That won’t be necessary,” said Alex. “Being a wizard means never having to 
take a cold bath.” 

Alex waved his staff over the pool, which instantly began to steam. The 
young servant looked at Alex in amazement, too shocked to say anything at all. 

“The oracle has many friends,” Alex said when he noticed the young man 
staring at him. “And I’m sure you have other work to do.” 


“Yes, master,” the young man said with a bow. 

“You'll scare him to death,” said Arconn after the servant had left. “It’s 
obvious that he’s never seen a wizard before.” 

“And speaking of wizards,” Thrang interrupted. “Why are you still carrying 
your staff? You know the custom of leaving weapons on your bed.” 

“T know the custom,” said Alex. “A wizard’s staff is not a weapon unless you 
are an enemy. I carry it now as a symbol of what I am and as a sign of respect for 


the oracle.” 

“Special privileges for wizards,” Barnabus said as he slipped into the pool of 
steaming water. “And a good thing, too—the water is perfect.” 

When they had all washed, and the water was starting to cool once more, 
Alex conjured up a pile of dry, fluffy towels. After they had all slipped their old 
clothes back on, Alex had them stand in a line. Slowly he moved down the line 
of his friends, touching each of them with the end of his staff. 

“These clothes are too fine,” said Thrang, looking at himself in a mirror. 
“You’ve made us all look like great lords from distant lands.” 

“Which is exactly what you are,” said Alex. 

“And what about yourself?” Arconn questioned. “What change will you make 
to your own clothes?” 

“T’ve been giving that some thought,” said Alex. “Perhaps something like this 

There was a flash of light around Alex, and his friends looked slightly 
stunned. Alex was suddenly wearing black pants, a bloodred shirt, and a long, 
dark blue cloak. He looked at himself in the mirror for a moment before 
speaking, unsure of his appearance. 

“A bit much, I think,” Alex said at last. 

“You made such wonderful clothes for us, and this is what you choose for 
yourself?” Thrang questioned. 

“It looks a little out of character,” Arconn said. 

“Yes, you’re right,” Alex agreed. “Let’s try this instead.” 

There was another flash of light, and Alex’s clothes changed into the soft 
white pants favored by elves. A soft leather belt circled his waist, fastened with a 
true-silver buckle. His white shirt was covered with a pale silver-gray robe. With 
his staff in his hand, he looked very much like a wizard, and Arconn nodded his 
approval of Alex’s choice. 

“Now we look like five lords and a wizard,” Nellus said. 

“Five lords and a wizard is what we are,” said Alex. 

When Kathnar appeared to lead them to dinner, his eyes widened in disbelief. 
Their fine, new clothes were stunning, and Kathnar had obviously never seen 
anything like them before. 

“Lords,” Kathnar began, his voice shaking slightly. “The lady of the tower 


asks that you come.” 

“We are at her service,” said Thrang. 

Kathnar led them to the tower, trying hard not to stare at them as they walked. 
They went up several flights of stairs and soon entered a large, brightly lit dining 
room. Kat sat in the large silver chair at the head of the table, looking a little pale 
and a little nervous. She smiled as they took their seats, and once Kathnar had 
left, she spoke. 

“T see Alex has been practicing his craft.” 

“T wouldn’t want tramps coming to your table,” said Alex with a laugh. 

“You would be welcome however you came,” Kat answered. “But you do 
look better now than you did this morning.” 

“And you are now the Oracle of the Empty Tower,” Thrang said. “We are 
honored to be your first guests.” 

“Yes,” Kat said, her smile fading. “I hope this will not be the last time we 
dine together.” 

“As do we all, I’m sure,” said Arconn. 

Kat smiled and clapped her hands. Servants appeared with trays of food, 
which they placed on the table before quietly leaving the room. Kat watched 
them go, her smile fading again. 

“They’ve been working all day,” Kat said softly. “There are so few of them, 
and they try so hard.” 

“A meal fit for any king,” said Thrang. 

“Yes,” Kat agreed. “Yet I don’t know how many more such meals the tower 
can afford.” 

“Surely you remember the treasure we collected from Kazad-Syn?” Thrang 
said with a shocked look on his face. “We will divide it as soon as you wish. 
That should be more than enough to pay the tower’s expenses for many years to 
come.” 

“Yes, of course, you are correct,” said Kat, her smile returning. 

“And there is the reward promised by Thorgood for the return of the ring,” 
Alex added. 

“And all good patrons of the tower will make gifts,” Arconn went on. “It is 
not uncommon for lords and kings to make very generous gifts.” 

“All that you say is true,” Kat said. “Yet I worry still.” 


“Let your worries rest,” Alex said softly. “There are more important things to 
think about right now.” 


“The days of celebration,” Kat said, nodding her head. “Yes, the preparations 
have been going on all day. I almost wish I could skip them.” 


“We will be there with you,” Thrang said. 


“And that will be enough,” said Kat. “Forgive me. This should be a happy 
feast, not a time for me to worry. Let’s forget all of that for now. As Alex says, 
there are more important things to think of.” 


Kat tried hard to look happy as they ate their meal, and she even asked 
Arconn to tell the story of Alex’s first adventure once again. When Arconn 
finished the story, with some input from Thrang, Kat laughed and clapped her 
hands with the rest of them. Alex, however, could see that something more than 
money and celebrations were troubling her, but he didn’t think he should say 
anything in front of the others. 


Kat said good night, and Kathnar arrived at the door to show them the way 
out of the tower. As the others made their way to bed, Alex remained in the 
sitting room. After a few minutes of silence, he walked out to the courtyard, and, 
leaning on his staff, he looked up at the tower. 

“Lord Taylor?” a soft voice questioned from behind him. 

Alex turned to find a young woman standing in the shadows. She was 
extremely nervous, and she was clutching her hands as if afraid. 

“T am Alexander Taylor.” 

“The lady of the tower said I might find you here,” the young woman said 
softly. “She told me to ask you to join her.” 

“And where does the lady wish me to meet her?” Alex questioned. 

“At the top of the tower,” the young woman answered. “I would show you the 
way, but . . . but I don’t know it. The lady said you would find your own way, 
but I don’t know how you can.” 

“The lady knows me,” said Alex. “Do not be troubled, I will join the lady as 
she asks.” 

“My lord,” the young woman managed to say. She bowed and hurried away. 

Alex watched her go, and when she was out of sight, he changed himself into 
an eagle. His wings lifted him with little effort, and he was soon circling the top 
of the empty tower. 


Kat was there, looking out toward the sea. Alex glided down softly, returning 
to his own shape as he landed beside her on the tower. 


“I’m always amazed when you do that,” Kat said with a smile. 
“And you couldn’t resist having me do it now.” 
“A small pleasure in the middle of dark times,” Kat answered softly. 


“What darkness do you foresee? You’ve become the Oracle of the Empty 
Tower—what more do you wish?” 


“Peace.” 

“T knew it was more than money that troubled you,” said Alex. 

“The lords and kings of Thraxon will soon know there is an oracle here,” Kat 
said in a soft voice. “They will come or send messengers. Some of them will 
want answers that I might not have. Others will want to take control of the tower 
and make the oracle their servant. Even good King Thorgood will be tempted by 
this.” 

“You do not know your full power yet,” said Alex. “Inside the walls of this 
tower, your power cannot be challenged, except by some great evil. Here, your 
word is law. Even I would not dare challenge you here.” 

“Only because you are good and kind,” said Kat in a mournful tone. “Others 
may not have such an honorable soul.” 

Alex shrugged. “In the city of Darvish, you will have great power, more than 
kings or lords. Perhaps even as much as a great wizard.” 


“You seem so sure.” 
“T am certain of what I say,” Alex said firmly. 


“And if wars are started by men attempting to control Darvish and the 
tower?” Kat questioned. 


“T will do what I can for you, as I promised, but it is your job to prevent the 
wars that might come,” Alex answered. 


“Already the weight of being the oracle is so heavy.” 

“Tt will become less in time, and I can give you two powerful allies to call on 
if you are ever in need.” 

“Two?” Kat questioned. 

“T will make sure that Thorgood and the dwarf realm will always stand at 
your side,” Alex answered. “Thorgood has made a great promise for the return of 
something I carry, something that was lost long ago. I will give it back to him 


only if he promises to always be an ally to the Oracle of the Empty Tower. And I 
will place a spell on the object so that if the dwarf kings ever turn against the 
tower, it will be lost once more.” 


“That is a powerful promise indeed,” Kat said with a weak smile. 


“And I will give you more,” Alex went on. “If ever you need me, send for 
me. I will come if I am able. If I cannot come, I will send help. If you cannot 
wait for me or for the help I send, there is one close at hand who will be at your 
call.” 


“The dragon on the Isle of Bones?” Kat questioned. “How can you bind him 
to me? You are the dragon lord; he has no reason to serve me.” 


“He will come at your call because I wish him to,” said Alex in a definite 
tone. “I will give you the words to speak, but I warn you to speak them only at 
your greatest need.” 


Alex leaned close to Kat and whispered in her ear. When he pulled away, he 
looked into her eyes to make sure she had understood everything he had said. 
Kat nodded her understanding but said nothing. For a long time the two of them 
stood in silence at the top of the tower, looking deep into each other’s thoughts. 
Just before sunrise, Kat turned away, pale and shaking from the effort. 


“Rest while you can,” Alex said softly. “The days of celebration are about to 
begin, but that will be a small thing after this night.” 


“T owe you everything,” said Kat, just as she had before. 


“Everything and nothing at all,” Alex answered. “Now rest, my friend, we 
will say our good-byes when the days of celebrations are over.” 


Alex didn’t wait for Kat to reply. He stepped to the edge of the tower and 
took the form of an eagle. He caught the morning wind and soared up into the 
dark sky, gliding like a shadow over the city. He knew that Kat understood him, 
and that she would understand him better as the days went by. He also knew she 
was far more powerful than she thought. She would somehow find a way to 
prevent war from coming to Thraxon. 


Chapter Twenty-Four 


The Crown of Set 


Two days after the celebrations for the oracle’s arrival ended, Alex and his 
friends prepared to leave Darvish. Barnabus and Nellus had found six horses, 
and Thrang had released Kat from the adventurer’s bargain so she could remain 
in Darvish as the oracle. Alex spent the hours before dawn in the tower with Kat, 
helping her to understand her new powers. When the sun touched the top of the 
tower, Kat and Alex entered the courtyard where the rest of the company was 
waiting for them. 


“So, it is time to say farewell,” said Kat with a smile. “And I have no gifts to 
give you in parting.” 

“You have already given us a great gift, lady,” said Thrang. “You have 
honored us as your guests during the days of celebration. Few have ever been so 
honored, and we are all in your debt.” 


“Then ride on to your reward, my friends,” said Kat. “And know that you all 
will be welcome here whenever you choose to come.” 


“And may we find our way here often in happiness,” Thrang answered as he 
bowed. 


Alex and the others also bowed to Kat before they climbed into their saddles. 
With a final bow, they rode out of the courtyard and into the city of Darvish. 
Alex knew how much Kat wanted to be riding with them, but he also knew that 
she was happy with the choice she had made. 


“So the tower has an oracle,” said Thrang as he led them through the city. 
“That is something I never thought to see in my days.” 


“T never thought I would call an oracle friend,” Nellus said as he rode beside 
Alex. “Though I never thought I’d call a wizard a friend either.” 


They began talking about their adventure as they rode out of the city gates 
and back toward the mountains. It would take them at least two weeks to reach 
Benorg, perhaps longer, but the weather was good, and spring was spreading 
quickly across the north of Thraxon. 

Their journey was pleasant, and they made good time along the road to 
Benorg. They passed groups of dwarfs going east from time to time, and all of 
them asked questions about the new Oracle of the Empty Tower. Thrang 


answered their questions carefully, not wanting them to know that Kat had once 
been a member of their company. Thrain asked Thrang why he didn’t tell people 
that they knew the oracle, and Thrang laughed when he answered. 


“Tt seems a little bigheaded to claim the oracle’s friendship so openly,” 
Thrang said. “After all, not many people ever know an oracle as well as we 
know the lady of the tower.” 


“But she is our friend, and she was part of our company,” Thrain persisted. 


“And that is nobody’s business,” Thrang answered in a stern tone. “You still 
have a lot to learn about what should and should not be said openly. I would 
think being around Alex and Arconn, you might have learned something.” 


“But they both say a great deal,” Thrain complained. 


“They say only what they want you to hear,” Thrang corrected him. “It seems 
like a lot to you, but it is little compared to what they could say.” 


Thrain looked puzzled, but both Alex and Arconn smiled. Nellus and 
Barnabus both found the exchange funny, but refrained from teasing Thrain. 
KK 


Spring was well underway when Alex and his friends finally reached Benorg, 
and the city had transformed into something that looked like a giant garden. 
Thrang had been talking more and more the closer they got to the city, but Alex 
noticed that he would sometimes look troubled. He knew Thrang was worried 
about the return of the crown of Set. Thorgood had made some great promise in 
exchange for the crown’s return, a promise that Thrang didn’t want to discuss 
unless Thorgood was present. 


They rode into the city just after noon and were greeted warmly once again. 
The streets were full of dwarfs going about their business. It wasn’t long before a 
messenger from Thorgood arrived, welcoming them in Thorgood’s name and 
asking them to follow him to the king. The messenger, however, did not ride 
ahead as he normally would do. Instead, he fell back and rode beside Thrang as 
they went through the city. 


“Your brother, Thorson, arrived two days ago,” the messenger said. “He told 
us that you would be here shortly and that we should watch for you.” 

“Where is Thorson staying?” Thrang questioned. “I would like to talk with 
him.” 

“The king has asked Thorson and his company to stay at the palace. I’m sure 
you will have time to speak with him there,” the messenger answered. “And 


there is other news. Thorson hinted that you might know something about it.” 

“What news is that?” Thrang questioned. 

“There are stories that a dragon was seen in Darvish,” said the messenger. 
“The rumors are that the dragon brought an oracle to the empty tower, and that 
the tower is no longer empty.” 

“That is true,” said Thrang in a lowered voice. “But such things should be 
discussed with Thorgood, as he will want to know the whole story.” 

“Yes, of course,” the messenger said quickly. “I meant no harm.” 

The messenger, obviously thinking he’d said too much, bowed to Thrang and 
moved ahead of the company. After a moment, Alex moved forward so he could 
speak with Thrang quietly. 

“What story do you intend to tell Thorgood?” Alex questioned. 

“The true one, of course,” Thrang answered in surprise. “What do you think I 
would tell the king?” 

“T mean, how much of the truth do you intend to tell him?” Alex pressed. 
“Remember, you have sworn to remain silent about some things.” 

“T remember,” said Thrang. “I don’t know why you wish to keep it a secret, 
but I will not go back on my word. It will make the story more difficult to tell, 
and I think Thorgood may guess what I leave out.” 

“He may,” Alex allowed. “But it would be best for his guesses to remain 
guesses. The time may come when I choose to tell him the whole truth, but I 
alone will make that decision.” 

“As you wish,” said Thrang. “A wizard’s ways are not to be questioned.” 

“And a dwarf’s tongue will always hold true,” said Alex with a smile. 

“You have learned a great deal about dwarfs,” Arconn said from Thrang’s 
other side. “I didn’t know you had read the great dwarf poets.” 

“Only some of them,” said Alex, still smiling. “I’ve not learned enough about 
dwarfs to love all of their poetry—at least not yet.” 

Thrang and Arconn both laughed, and Alex slowed his horse slightly to return 
to his place. He managed to get back in line just as they entered the courtyard of 
Thorgood’s palace, where the king himself was waiting for them. 

“Thrang,” Thorgood called. “Thorson told us you would be coming. I take it 
you’ve found success on your adventure.” 

“We have, my lord,” Thrang answered as he dismounted and bowed to the 


king. 
“Wonderful,” said Thorgood. “This is the best news of all, but . . . one of your 
company appears to be missing. Thorson did not say you would bring sad news.” 


“And we do not,” said Thrang. “But perhaps the story should wait until the 
lords of Thraxon can be gathered.” 


“Yes, that would be best,” said Thorgood after a moment. “For now, I will 
thank you and the members of your company that are with you. I’ve had rooms 
prepared for all of you. Tonight we will feast, and then you can tell the story of 
your adventure.” 


“You are most kind, great king,” said Thrang as he and the rest of the 
company bowed. 


Alex knew Thorgood didn’t want to wait to hear the story of their adventure, 
but being a good king, he knew he had to. So instead of asking questions and 
talking to them as he had done on their previous visit, he had servants lead them 
to their rooms and ordered that they were not to be bothered. 


“Once he hears our story, he will guess that Kat is the new oracle,” Thrang 
said when they were alone. 


“And what action will he take?” Arconn questioned. “After all, it is not often 
that a new oracle appears. He may feel that Kat is in his debt, as it was the 
adventure he paid for that brought her to the empty tower.” 

“T’ve known Thorgood for many years, but I don’t know what he will do 
now,” Thrang said slowly. “Kat becoming the oracle was unexpected, and it 
might cause trouble.” 

“Not from Thorgood,” said Alex. “Perhaps the lords of the dwarf realm will 
see things differently, but I don’t think Thorgood will start any trouble.” 

“New oracles are often the center of trouble,” said Arconn, sounding worried. 
“T’ve seen several come and a few go. In most cases, there is confusion and 
some kind of trouble.” 

“Yes, I believe you’re right,” Alex agreed after some thought. “Kat saw 
trouble coming after she became the oracle. I’ve promised to help her in any way 
I can.” 

“Well, that should be enough to prevent any real trouble,” Nellus said with a 
smile. “After all, most kings will bow to the wishes of a wizard.” 

“Most wise kings would,” Barnabus added. “Yet not all kings are so wise.” 

“You don’t think Kat is in danger, do you?” Thrain questioned in a worried 


tone. “If she needs help, I can send to Vargland for soldiers. I know my 
grandfather would send a small army to protect the empty tower.” 

“And risk war with the dwarf realm of Thraxon?” Thrang asked, shaking his 
head. “Don’t be silly, Thrain, it is too great a risk. Your grandfather may rule in 
Vargland, but that is far away.” 

“T’m not worried about a war,” Alex said thoughtfully. “And I think Thorgood 
will listen to reason. As for the lords of the dwarf realm, I think I can make them 
see reason as well.” 

“Yes,” said Thrang, his eyes resting on Alex. “I’m sure the lords will do as 
you wish, but remember, the dwarf realm is not the only power in Thraxon.” 

“No, it’s not,” agreed Alex. “It is, however, one of the greatest powers, and 
there are few that would challenge it. If the dwarf realm is an ally of the tower, I 
doubt anyone will start any trouble. And I’ve also given the lady of the tower a 
powerful defender if she should ever need him.” 

“The dragon?” Arconn said in wonder. 

“She may call upon him only in the hour of her greatest need,” said Alex. “I 
hope that she never needs to call, but she knows how.” 

“Well then, there is little for us to worry about,” Thrang said in relief. “We 
will tell our story to Thorgood and deliver the ring to him. He will keep his word 
and make the payments he has promised. Once that is done, our company’s 
business in Benorg will be finished.” 

“But you live here,” Nellus said. “You can’t pretend that Kat being the oracle 
won’t affect you.” 

“Pm sure there will be a lot of talk, but if anything, it will improve my 
standing in Thraxon,” Thrang said with a smile. He glanced at Alex. “And I 
think there is some other business that must be dealt with before we return to 
Telous.” 

“Yes,” said Alex. “I would be honored if you would arrange a meeting, 
Thrang, with Thorgood and his lords. If you and I could speak with them, I think 
we might solve a great many problems before they actually become problems.” 

“As you wish,” Thrang said with a bow. “I will speak to Thorgood tonight, 
after we return the Ring of Searching.” 

“Thank you,” said Alex. “Now, I think we should all get cleaned up. We will 
be the honored guests of the king tonight, and we should look our best.” 

As Alex turned, he heard Thrang say softly to Thrain, “You see, he said a 


great deal and you still don’t know what he’s talking about.” 
Alex smiled as he headed toward his room. 


Once Alex and his friends had cleaned up from their journey, they didn’t have 
to wait long before they were summoned to the great feast of King Thorgood. 


Thrang looked happier than he had in a long time, and Alex could tell that his 
friend had already worked out the story of their adventure to the last detail. He 
was glad, because Thrang would have to leave out or make up several important 
parts of the story while he told it. 


As Alex and his friends took their seats for the feast, Alex looked at the 
assembled dwarfs. Many of the dwarf lords looked as happy as Thorgood did, 
but a few looked troubled. 


“My friends,’ Thorgood said once everyone was seated. “As many of you 
know, I asked my good friend Thrang Silversmith to set up an adventure some 
time ago. The details of this adventure I may now share with you all as Thrang 
and his company have returned to our fair city, and they have been successful in 
their quest.” 


There was a slight buzzing of conversation as the dwarfs in the great hall 
whispered to each other. Alex wondered how many of them had guessed what 
Thorgood had asked Thrang to do. 


“As you all know, our mines have become less productive over the past 
several years, which has caused some difficulty for the kingdom,” Thorgood 
explained. “I asked Thrang to find the one item that would solve this problem for 
us: the legendary Ring of Searching. Thrang has found the tomb of Albrek and 
retreived the ring, which has been lost for so many years. He and his company 
have done the dwarf realm of Thraxon a great service, and I am sure you will all 
wish to honor them.” 


Thorgood paused, allowing his words to sink in. Alex glanced around at the 
assembled dwarfs and saw that many of them looked both happy and excited. 


“As the person who arranged for this adventure, it is my duty and privilege to 
declare the adventure a success,” Thorgood said with a wide smile. “Thrang, if 
you would be so kind.” 


Thorgood motioned for Thrang to come forward, and Thrang slowly stood up 
and walked to where the king was standing. Bowing to the king, Thrang took the 
Ring of Searching from his magic bag, holding it high above his head so the 
assembled dwarfs could see it. 


“Will you accept this ring as fulfillment of our bargain for this adventure?” 
Thrang questioned in a loud, clear voice. 


“T will,” Thorgood answered. “And I will fulfill the terms of our agreement to 
you and your company. This adventure is a success, and may all dwarfs honor 
you for what you have done.” 


Thrang knelt in front of the king and offered him the Ring of Searching. 
Thorgood took the ring from Thrang and motioned for two of his guards to come 
forward. The guards carried a large golden chest between them, which Thorgood 
opened, carefully setting the ring on the velvet lining. With the ceremony 
complete, Thorgood bowed to Thrang and thanked him for his service. 


“And now, my friends, we feast!” Thorgood said in a loud voice. “A feast to 
honor these great adventurers. And after we have eaten, Thrang will tell us the 
story of their adventure, and how they found the tomb of Albrek.” 


Thrang stood and bowed to the king before returning to his chair. As he 
walked across the hall, the dwarfs began to cheer loudly. Thrang stopped and 
bowed to all four sides of the room. When the cheering continued, Thrang 
motioned for the rest of the company to join him. The cheering grew so loud as 
Alex the others joined Thrang that it felt like the air was vibrating with the noise. 


“The dwarfs of Thraxon honor you all,” Thorgood shouted above the 
cheering. “You have done a great service for us, and we will never forget you.” 


The cheering ended only when Thorgood held up his hands to quiet his 
people. 

The feast was a grand one, and it seemed to last for hours. The dwarfs who 
were serving made sure that Alex and his friends wanted for nothing, filling their 
goblets before they could empty them, and bringing fresh trays of food to the 
table whenever something ran low. Alex thought he would burst from eating so 
much, but the food was excellent. 


As the feast was coming to an end, Thorgood motioned for Thrang to come 
forward once more. The lamps had been dimmed so that Thrang appeared to 
stand in a circle of light. Slowly at first, but with growing enthusiasm, Thrang 
began to tell the story of their adventure. 


Alex listened as Thrang spoke, his eyes shifting from Thrang to King 
Thorgood and back again. He was surprised that Thrang did not change anything 
about their journey to the Isle of Bones, and he looked sad when he told the 
crowd about his confrontation with Alex. Alex noticed that Thorgood seemed to 


be watching him, but would look away whenever Alex looked directly at him. 


Thrang was as good as his word, telling as much of their story as he could 
while leaving out some things that might bring too many questions. He hardly 
mentioned the dwarfs in Nethrom’s cave, and he was careful to make it sound 
like Alex had summoned a dragon to chase away the thunderbird. He said the 
same summoned dragon had taken Alex and his friends back to Darvish and 
delivered the Oracle of the Empty Tower to her home. 


Alex was a little surprised that Thrang did not name Kat as the oracle; in fact, 
he did not mention their stay at the tower at all. The fact that Kat was not with 
them would make it easy for Thorgood to guess she was the oracle, but most of 
the dwarfs in the room would not even think to ask questions. 


“A wonderful tale,” Thorgood said as Thrang finished. “I see now that we are 
more honored than I thought. It is not often that a king has a dragon lord as his 
guest.” 


Alex bowed his head slightly to Thorgood, which made the king smile. 


“Now, I think our adventurers need their rest, as they have gone through a 
great deal to return here. I will, however, ask one last thing of them: that they 
remain in Benorg for as long as they can. I feel that one night’s feast is not 
nearly enough to honor them properly.” 


Once again Alex and his friends stood and bowed to the king, but Thrang 
made no promises about how long they would stay. 


With the feast over and the story of their adventure told, Alex felt that nothing 
would be better than bed. As he and his friends stood to leave the hall with the 
king, the dwarfs in the hall began cheering again, but this time the adventurers 
simply waved to the crowd and followed Thorgood out of the hall and into a 
small chamber. 


“Im sorry for the ceremony, my friends,” Thorgood said with a smile. “I 
know how much Thrang hates such things, and I can tell that the rest of you are 
uncomfortable with so much praise. Still, you’ve done a great service for me and 
my kingdom, and the lords of the realm expect ceremony.” 

“You are most kind, my lord,” said Thrang. “Though you have already named 
this adventure a success, we are still at your service.” 

“Ah, then perhaps you will tell me the whole tale of your adventure,” 
Thorgood said. “You are a good storyteller, Thrang, but I spotted a few holes in 
the story you told tonight.” 


“What was not said should not be said openly,” Thrang answered. “Some 
things are best for your ears alone, while others I cannot say at all.” 


“No doubt, no doubt,” said Thorgood, glancing at Alex. 


“King Thorgood, Master Taylor has requested an audience with you and the 
lords of the dwarf realm,” Thrang said. “There are parts of our adventure that 
will be of great interest to you, parts that have nothing to do with our quest for 
the ring.” 

“So I see,” Thorgood said, stroking his beard. “I can guess part of this, at 
least. The seer who traveled with you has not returned, yet you make no mention 
of her being lost.” 

“She was not lost,” said Thrang. “She led us to the ring, and without her aid 
we would have been much longer in our search.” 

“Yet she did not return with you to accept the honors due her,” said Thorgood. 
“T am not so blind that I cannot see where she is. The empty tower has a new 
oracle—an oracle that you and your company delivered there with the help of a 
dragon.” 

“You see much,” Thrang said softly. 

“And you think I will have some claim on her, as she would not have come to 
the tower but for this adventure,” Thorgood went on. “I must admit the thought 
crossed my mind.” 

“To make such a claim would be unwise,” Thrang said quickly. 

“You give good counsel, Thrang, and I believe you are correct in this as 
well,” Thorgood said after a moment. “Yet I’m not sure all of our people will see 
it as you and I do.” 

“Perhaps I can help them see reason,” said Alex, stepping forward. 

“Oh, I don’t doubt that,’ Thorgood said with a laugh. “Yet you will not 
always be here, and the memory of you may not be enough to keep all of the 
lords in line.” 

“There are other ways,” Alex said in a low voice. 

“Very well,” said Thorgood. “Tomorrow morning, I will call the meeting you 
ask for. We will discuss the new oracle and anything else you may wish, and I 
hope that you are able to show the lords of Thraxon wisdom. I would hate to 
make an enemy of the oracle.” 

“You have our thanks, my lord,” said Thrang, bowing. 


“And you have mine, my friends,” said Thorgood with a bow of his own. 


Thrang led the company out of the main palace and back to their rooms. No 
one spoke until they were seated around the fireplace, and even then it took 
some time for Thrang to break the silence. 


“T fear that some of the dwarf lords will see this as an opportunity to control 
the oracle,” Thrang said. 


33 


“Surely they don’t think they can control the oracle, 
cannot control what she says or who she agrees to talk to.” 


said Arconn. “They 


“Perhaps they think to control access to the oracle. They could demand a high 
price of anyone seeking her wisdom,” Nellus said. 

“Which would cause a great deal of anger in those who had to pay,” Barnabus 
added. 

“They wouldn’t do that, would they?” said Thrain in a questioning voice, his 
eyes fixed on Thrang. “Oracles accept who they will. No one in Vargland would 
ever think of trying to control access to the White Tower.” 

“Perhaps not, but the White Tower seems to move, so only those who the 
oracle wishes to see can find it,” said Arconn in a thoughtful tone. “I don’t think 
the empty tower of Darvish can hide so well.” 

“No, it can’t,” said Alex. “But there is great power there, and anyone who 
tried to control access to the tower would be a fool.” 

“You know this?” Thrang questioned. 

“T felt the power that was there,” said Alex. “It will take Kat some time to 
learn how to use that power, and to learn how far beyond the city of Darvish it 
extends, but she will.” 

“Then we must convince the dwarf lords not to try anything foolish,” said 
Thrang, sounding worried. “Yet I don’t see how we can.” 

“Don’t you?” Alex questioned. 

“You don’t even know what Thorgood promised,” Thrang said in a low voice. 
“We agreed not to speak of it until Thorgood was present.” 

“I know it was a great promise, and I can guess that whatever Thorgood 
promised, it will have little meaning for me,” said Alex. “You and I will speak 
with Thorgood and his lords tomorrow, and we will see what sort of agreement 
we can reach.” 

“Not all of the lords will support Thorgood, no matter what he has promised,” 
Thrang warned. 


“They will support the true king of the dwarf realm, or they will lose face,” 
said Alex. “And if the true king of the dwarf realm of Thraxon should break the 
oath I will ask him to take, then perhaps there will not be a true king in the dwarf 
realm of Thraxon.” 

“You are entering dangerous waters,” Thrang warned. 

“Perhaps,” Alex answered. “Yet who better to meddle than a dragon lord?” 

Thrang did not reply, and Alex didn’t feel like answering any more questions. 
There were things he needed to do before he met with Thorgood and his lords in 
the morning, and he knew that he would get little sleep, if any at all, tonight. He 
stood up and said good night to his friends, leaving them beside the fire without 


the answers they wanted. 
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“You look as if you’ve been awake all night,” Arconn said to Alex when he 
joined his friends for breakfast. 

“I have been,” Alex said with a tired smile. 

“If you are too tired, I can ask the king to postpone our meeting,” said 
Thrang. 

“No, it would be best to do this as soon as possible,” said Alex, taking his seat 
and reaching for the nearest platter of food. 

Alex ate quickly, and then joined Thrang by the fire. 

“Do you know what you will do today?” Thrang asked. 

“Yes,” Alex answered. “And I think the dwarf realm will be a better place for 
it.” 

“I hope you are right,” Thrang said softly. “Whatever happens, I will stand by 
you.” 

“Thank you,” said Alex, patting Thrang’s shoulder. “Now, let’s go speak with 
Thorgood and his lords. There are things that have gone on too long, and things 
that need to be stopped.” 

Thrang nodded as he turned back to the room and headed for the door. Alex 
walked quietly beside his friend across the courtyard toward the main palace. 
When they arrived, Thorgood was already waiting for them, a nervous look on 
his face. 

“The lords have gathered, but only with some grumbling,” said Thorgood. 
“Be careful of what you say, my friends. Illius is in a foul mood and will try to 


twist your words to his advantage.” 

“Illius of Burnlap?” Alex questioned. 

“Yes, how did you know that?” Thorgood asked in surprise. 

“You can learn much if you pay attention,” said Alex. “Do not worry, I will 
deal with Illius.” 

“T cannot allow you to harm any of my lords with your magic,” Thorgood 
warned. 

“T will not use magic against any of them,” said Alex, bowing. 

Thorgood nodded, then led the way into the chamber where the lords waited. 
Thrang looked worried, but Alex knew exactly what he would do and say. 

“My lords,” Thorgood began as they entered the chamber. “My honored 
guest, Master Taylor, has asked to meet with us all. He feels there are things that 
should be discussed with this council, which is why I have asked you all to come 
here this morning.” 

“Demanded we come would be closer,” a thin and sickly looking dwarf to the 
right of the king said. “Forgive me, Lord Thorgood, but this is most uncommon. 
The council of lords seldom allows an outsider into this chamber.” 

“As Thrang told you last night, I was named a lord of the dwarf city of 
Neplee while on our adventure,” said Alex in a pleasant tone. 

“Yes, that is true,” the sickly dwarf answered with a sneer. “But the southern 
cities are seldom represented here, and we have only Thrang’s word that you 
were named a lord of Neplee.” 

“You doubt my word, Illius?” Thrang questioned angrily. 

“Not at all, Lord Silversmith,” Illius answered with a twisted smile. “Your 
stories of distant lands have thrilled us all for many years. I’m sure no one here 
would ever question your word.” 

“Enough of this,” said Thorgood, sounding angry himself. “Master Taylor has 
been named a lord of Neplee, and furthermore, he is a wizard and a dragon lord. 
I think that is more than enough reason to let him enter this hall and speak to us.” 

“As you wish, my king,” said Illius coldly as he returned to his seat. 

“Very well,” said Thorgood as he regained control of his emotions. “Master 
Taylor, will you tell us why you wanted to meet with us all?” 

“There were two reasons that I asked for this meeting,” said Alex as he 
bowed to Thorgood. “Now that I am here, though, I see there are even more 


reasons than I thought. However, I will begin with the first reason.” 
“And that would be?” Illius demanded loudly. 


“That would be to inform you, King Thorgood, and your lords, that I have 
sworn to assist the new Oracle of the Empty Tower in any way she may require 
of me,” said Alex, watching Illius out of the comer of his eye. “I have told the 
oracle to send for me if ever she is in need, and I, or my friends, would come to 
her assistance.” 


“A threat, then,” said Illius in an angry tone. “You hide a threat in your words, 
wizard.” 


“T make no threats,” Alex answered calmly. “I am simply informing you that I 
will aid the oracle if she is in need. Only those foolish enough to try to control 
the oracle—or control access to the oracle—need fear what I say. I’m sure King 
Thorgood has no such plans, and so there is no threat in what I’ve told you.” 

There was a general murmur of agreement at Alex’s words, and Illius looked 
around angrily. It was obvious he wanted the dwarf lords to feel threatened by 
Alex, but they all seemed to understand and accept what he had said. 

“Wizards are known for their cunning ways,” Illius said in a sour tone. “My 
friends may not see through your words, but I do.” 

“Do you?” Alex questioned. “I doubt you see very much at all. Your eyes are 
fixed in one place, and you have failed to look around you.” 

“What do you mean by that?” Illius questioned, jumping to his feet. 

“T mean that I found a new reason for this meeting the minute I heard your 
name,” said Alex. “I heard your name before I ever came to this land or joined in 
the adventure to find the Ring of Searching.” 

“Where did you hear my name?” Illius questioned, his face going red. “In 
some wizard’s trance? Or perhaps some dragon told it to you.” 

“No,” Alex said. “I heard it in the adventure shop of Mr. Cornelius Clutter.” 

“What?” Tlius shouted. 

“Before I joined this adventure, I was visiting Mr. Clutter,” Alex explained. 
“He was kind enough to tell me about some other adventures that needed 
members. One of those was to seek for the crown of Set, and the adventure was 
being paid for by one Illius of Burnlap.” 

“Lies!” Illius shouted. “You lie.” 

“That is something I do not do,” said Alex coldly, his own anger growing. “If 
I did not respect Thorgood’s wishes regarding the use of magic in this room, you 


would even now be babbling the truth about your secret adventure.” 


“Tt was not secret,” Illius said quickly, looking away from Alex. “I was... I 
was going to seek the crown and present it to the king as a gift. I thought it 
would make a grand gift, that is all.” 


“And I suppose you never thought of keeping the crown for yourself, did 
you?” said Alex. “Never thought that the one who held the crown might be 
named the true king of the dwarf realm. Never considered the possibility that 
once you had the crown, you could claim to be the true heir of Set.” 


“No, I never . . .” Illius stammered. He had gone pale as Alex spoke. “It was 
to be a gift—I swear on my honor.” 


“You have no honor,” Alex snapped. “You twist the words of others to suit 
yourself. You show no respect to your king when he asks you to attend a council 
meeting. In secret, you have planned to control the city of Darvish in order to 
force those who seek the oracle to pay you for the privilege. Yes, I see the truth, 
and I know where your soldiers are going. No wizard is so blind that he could 
not see what you are trying to do, Illius.” 


“Ts this true, Illius?” Thorgood questioned, his eyes blazing with anger. “Have 
you sent soldiers to Darvish? Did you try to organize an adventure to find the 
crown of Set?” 


“Yes,” Illius spat back. “You old fool. You would let the opportunity of a 
lifetime slip away. We can control Darvish and make more in one year than we 
could in a hundred years of mining. You wasted time and money on a foolish 
quest for the Ring of Searching when true wealth lies at your doorstep.” 


“You dishonor us all,” said Thorgood, shaking his head in sorrow. “Only a 
fool would try to control an oracle. If that was your only crime, it would be bad 
enough, but you have done more. You would seek to depose me and take the 
kingdom for yourself. Treason is in your heart, Illius, and you would do this 
whatever the cost to your people.” 

“The people mean nothing,” Illius shouted, his face twisted with rage. “There 
are always people to do the bidding of the rich and powerful. You lavish wealth 
on the people, and they love you for it, but what good will it do you in the end?” 

“Are you so blind?” Thorgood questioned. “Do you not see that the people 
make the king? The king does not make the people.” 

“Do to me what you will,” Illius shouted. “I am dishonored by this foul youth, 
and my plans are made known. Yes, I am lost, but so are you, Thorgood. None of 


the dwarfs of this realm will ever accept you as king, not until you have the 
crown of Set, which you will never have. No adventurers would join the quest 
for the legendary crown, which can only mean that it is lost forever. Your 
kingdom will never be whole.” 


“And now you speak of the second reason I had for coming here today,” said 
Alex. “Thorgood guessed that Thrang left out part of our adventure from his 
story when he told it last night. Now I will fill in that gap, as I alone was there 
when it happened.” 


“The cave of the necromancer, and the dwarfs you met,” said Thorgood, his 
eyes wide with understanding. 


“Yes,” said Alex. “In the necromancer’s cave, I spoke to the dwarf Set. He 
asked me to take his crown to his true heir in Benorg.” 


“No!” Illius screamed as if in agony. “The crown is lost forever. There is no 
true king.” 


“I carry the crown with me even now,” Alex went on, ignoring Illius. “I am 
prepared to return it to you, King Thorgood, but first I must ask you something. 
What promise did you make? What did you promise in exchange for the return 
of the crown of Set?” 


“Ah, the promise,” Thorgood said with a nod. “It was a promise made by all 
the kings of the dwarf realm, and a promise I will not turn away from now. My 
lords all know the promise, which is simply this: one-half of all the wealth of the 
realm is to be given to the one who returns the crown of Set; or, if he wishes, 
one-half of the realm to rule as his own in the king’s name.” 


“A great promise,” said Alex thoughtfully. “More, perhaps, than any crown is 
worth.” 

“T am prepared to fulfill the promise,” said Thorgood proudly. “You need only 
say which you wish—half the wealth of my kingdom, or half of the kingdom to 
rule as your own.” 

“And if I should ask for something else?” Alex questioned. 

“What else would you ask? You have only to name your price,” Thorgood 
answered firmly. 

“It’s all a lie,” Illius shouted as tears of rage ran down his face. “There is no 
crown. It is lost for all time.” 

“King Thorgood and lords of the dwarf realm of Thraxon,” Alex spoke loudly 
enough to be heard over Illius. “In return for the crown of Set, I ask simply this 


—that you will swear to always be a friend to the Oracle of the Empty Tower. To 
aid her if she should call, to defend her if she is in need, and to always allow 
those seeking the oracle to pass through your realm freely.” 


“That is all you would ask for so great a prize as the crown?” Thorgood 
questioned in disbelief. “Nothing for yourself, or for your company?” 


“That is what I have asked, and the only thing that I will accept,” answered 
Alex. 


“Then I swear as king of the dwarf realm, that we shall always be a true 
friend to the Oracle of the Empty Tower. I swear that we will aid her if she 
should call and defend her if she is in need. I swear we will do all that you ask 
and more,” said Thorgood, his voice shaking with joy, and his eyes glistening 
with tears. “And I swear that your name will always be remembered in this 
kingdom with the greatest of honor.” 


“T will take you at your word, great king, the true heir of Set,” said Alex as he 
reached for his magic bag. “And I will tell you something more. The crown of 
Set will remain with your people forever, unless they break the promises you 
have made this day. If ever the dwarfs of Thraxon turn against the oracle, the 
crown will be lost once more.” 


“So be it. How say you, lords of Thraxon?” Thorgood questioned. 
“No, no, no, no,” Illius shouted wildly. “It cannot be.” 


“We will keep the promises that have been made,” all the dwarfs, except 
Illius, replied firmly. 

Alex bowed to Thorgood, and speaking into his magic bag, he produced the 
beautiful crown of Set. Bobkin, Belkin, and Dobkin had done a wonderful job 
repairing it, and Dobkin had figured out what magic had been in the crown 
before it had been broken. Alex had renewed the old magic, and added a bit of 
his own. It was his magic that would keep the crown in the dwarf realm, and his 
magic that would make it vanish if the dwarfs broke their promise to him. 

The true-silver crown shined and sparkled in the sunlit chamber, and Alex 
held the crown up for all the dwarfs to see. The star sapphire on top of the crown 
glowed faintly with the inner light of magic. Thorgood dropped to one knee in 
front of Alex, his eyes fixed on the crown. 

“Will you honor me by placing it on my head?” Thorgood asked. “What more 
could any king ask than to be crowned by a true wizard and dragon lord.” 

“As you wish,” said Alex with a bow. He gently placed the crown on 


Thorgood’s head. “Rise, Thorgood, as the true king of the dwarf realm of 
Thraxon. And always remember the promises you have made this day.” 


“No!” Illius shrieked in agony. “It wasn’t supposed to be this way. I was to be 
king! It was mine for the taking.” 


Thorgood got back to his feet, and the star sapphire in the crown seemed to 
come alive, shining like a flame from the top of the crown. The dwarf lords 
began to cheer wildly, but Illius fell silent, shaking with both rage and fear. 


“Summon the guards,” Thorgood commanded. “Illius must pay for his 
treason, as will all those who conspired with him.” 


“King Thorgood, I must speak,” Alex said quickly. “I have spent the night 
searching your city, discovering the truth of what was being done. Illius is alone 
in his treason, and even the soldiers he sent to Darvish did not know why they 
had been sent. Illius told them it was by your wish that they were going and that 
they would receive instructions once they reached the city.” 


“No, he’s lying,” Illius shouted. “I have many allies, many followers who 
wish for me to be their king.” 


Thorgood ignored Illius’s ranting. “I will send the swiftest riders after the 
soldiers at once so they will not trouble the oracle. Illius will be tried for his 
crimes, but I will not place his evil on the house of Burnlap. Now, my friend, if 
you have finished, I must ask you to leave us. You have given my lords and 
myself many things to discuss this day.” 


“As you wish, great king,” Alex answered, bowing. 


Alex left Thrang in the council chamber and followed the guards who were 
dragging the ranting Illius away. Illius was shouting commands that the guards 
ignored, and Alex thought that the dwarf might have lost his mind. 


“PII have my revenge on you, wizard. You’ve not won yet. I'll hunt you 
across the known lands and make you pay for this day,” Illius shouted as the 
guards pulled him toward the dungeons. 


“Be careful what you wish for, Illius,” Alex replied coldly. “If you live long 
enough to come hunting me, you will find something much more deadly than a 
wizard waiting for you.” 


Alex turned away from his newest enemy and made his way back to the 
rooms where his friends were waiting. He was glad he had been able to restore 
the crown of Set to Thorgood, but he felt oddly sorry for Illius. Illius had not 
started out as an evil dwarf—no one ever started out evil—but he had let his love 


of power and riches destroy him. 


Thrang returned to the company late that evening, looking worn out by the 
day’s events. As he entered the common room, he greeted Alex and quietly 
thanked him for all he had done. 


“T have been afraid for many years that someone might find the crown,” 
Thrang said as they sat beside the fire. “If the wrong person had found the 
crown, the dwarf realm could have fallen into civil war.” 


“Then it is lucky that I found it,” said Alex. 


“Lucky?” Thrang questioned. “The longer I know you, the less I believe in 
luck.” 


“Well, all is right now,” said Arconn. “How long will we remain in Benorg 
before returning to Telous?” 


“Tired of the city already?” Thrang questioned. 


“T could live here a hundred years and not grow tired of this city or its 
people,” Arconn answered. “Yet the adventure is complete; our work in Thraxon 
is done.” 


“Yes, you are correct,” said Thrang. “We will stay for ten days, anything less 
would be rude. Then we will return to Telous and conclude our adventure.” 


“Ten days of parties and stories? A high price to pay for success,” Alex said 
with a laugh. 


In the end, Alex and his friends stayed in Benorg for twelve days, and each 
day ended in a grand feast and a retelling of their adventure. Alex was pleased 
that Thrang told the same story as he had that first night and that nobody seemed 
to guess the truth about the dragon that had carried the oracle to the empty tower. 


When they finally did leave the city, the streets were lined with dwarfs, and 
the company could hear the cheering long after they had left the main gates 
behind them. It was only when they were well away from the city that they 
began to talk of what the future held. Alex, of course, was planning to meet 
Whalen in Telous; he had already sent a message to tell his friend when he 
would be arriving. Arconn would be going to Vargland with Thrain to visit the 
elves who lived there. Barnabus and Nellus both planned to return to their own 
homes, and Thrang would wait in Telous for a company of dwarfs traveling from 
Vargland to Thraxon. 


“Though perhaps I will ride with Arconn and Thrain into Vargland,” Thrang 
said. “I can meet the trading company on the road.” 


“That would be nice,” said Thrain. “I wish Fivra could come as well.” 


“Don’t worry, I’m sure young Fivra will find an oracle to visit soon enough,” 
Arconn said with a smile. 


For a moment, Alex thought he might like to return to Vargland and visit his 
friends as well, but he knew that was not possible right now. Whalen had found a 
new home for him in Alusia, and he wanted to see it and start getting settled 
there. He also had a great deal to tell Whalen, things he had been unable to put 
into writing. 

“T suppose you will be thinking about retiring again,” Alex said to Thrang on 
their last night in Thraxon. “The payment for this last adventure will surely be 
enough to keep you comfortable for many years to come.” 

“Tt will indeed,” said Thrang with a grunting laugh. “Yet I would miss the 
open road and the chance to be with good friends.” 

“And it would be too easy for his relatives to find him if he settled down.” 
Arconn laughed. 

It had been a pleasant night, and Alex didn’t want it to end. It had been the 
same on his first two adventures: he was sad, knowing that he would soon be 
parted from his friends, but he was also happy because there was a good chance 
he would see them all again someday. There were always new adventures and 
new friends to come. 


Chapter Twenty-Five 


A New Home 


It was almost noon when Alex and his friends arrived in Telous, and as 
always, the Golden Swan had plenty of food and drink ready for them. A 
message had arrived that morning for Alex, informing him that Whalen would 
be arriving the next day. So with nothing much to do after they had eaten, Alex 
and Arconn walked the streets until the sun was setting. 


Their evening feast was as grand as any Alex had ever eaten at the Swan, and 
he was glad that Thrang did not make too long a speech at the end of it. They 
were all a little sad that Kat was not there with them, but Thrang was quick to 
point out that her absence was, in fact, a good thing. They finished their evening 
with a toast to the new Oracle of the Empty Tower and a wish that they might all 
travel together again someday. 


Alex went to bed tired that night, and if he had dreams he could not 
remember them when he woke in the morning. The company met for breakfast, 
and then Thrang led them across the street to the building where they could 
donate to the Widows and Orphans fund. They could all afford to be extremely 
generous, not only because they had gathered a great deal of treasure on their 
adventure, but also because Thorgood had insisted on giving them an advance 
against the treasure he would owe them in the future. 


“Thorgood will keep his word, but it was easier for him to pay us while we 
were in Thraxon,” Thrang said with a smile. “I know you’ve all agreed to collect 
what the dwarf realm sends from here, but it will be costly to ship so much 
treasure to Telous.” 

“Perhaps we should have let Thorgood hold our wealth and simply collect it 
whenever we are passing through Thraxon,” Arconn said with a smile. 

“Tt would be good to return to Thraxon,” Nellus added. “I, for one, would like 
to return often, if only to visit the oracle.” 

“A good idea,” Barnabus said. “Several members of my family wish to visit 
an oracle, and it would be good to visit one I know.” 

“Do not wear your friendship with the oracle thin,” Alex warned. “She may 
be our friend, but that holds no promise. As the oracle, she may not see the 
people you take to her.” 


“You don’t really think she’d say no, do you?” Thrain questioned in concern. 
“I don’t think so, but we should not test her,” Alex answered. 


“And, as I told you before, Thrain, it is not wise to openly claim friendship 
with an oracle,” Thrang added. 


Thrain didn’t reply, but Alex could see that the young dwarf was still 
confused about what he should and should not say openly. Alex remembered his 
own first adventure and how little he had understood or even believed. Now his 
world was completely different than the one he remembered. His life was 
divided between the world he knew before he’d accidentally walked into Mr. 
Clutter’s shop, and the world he’d discovered after. 


Alex and his friends gathered once more at the Swan for their midday meal so 
Thrang could officially end their adventure. It was a happy time, even though 
they would all soon be going their separate ways. Thrang recounted what they 
had done during their adventure, making a point of mentioning all the things 
Alex had done. Alex would have protested, but he knew Thrang too well, and he 
knew that it wouldn’t do any good. 


“And so, my friends,” Thrang said as he stood to toast them. “We will call 
this adventure complete. And to quote another great adventurer, it has been a 
first-class adventure all around.” 


Alex and the others all gave a loud cheer and stood to toast with Thrang. And 
just like that the adventure was over, though no one seemed in a rush to leave the 
table. Alex asked Arconn and Thrain to take his best wishes to his friends in 
Vargland, which they both happily agreed to do. Then Nellus and Barnabus 
started to sing a traveling song, which made Alex wonder when his next 
adventure would begin. 

As the song ended, the door to their private dining room opened, and Whalen 
Vankin stepped into the room. 

“I thought it must be you,” Whalen said with a smile. “I trust I’m not 
intruding.” 

“No, not at all,” Thrang said quickly, getting to his feet and offering Whalen 
his own chair. “Our adventure has been concluded, and now we are simply a 
group of friends enjoying each another’s company.” 

“Ah, you are most kind,” said Whalen, taking the chair Thrang offered him. 
“You must be Thrang Silversmith; I’ve not had the pleasure of meeting you 
before.” 


“The pleasure is mine,” Thrang answered with a bow. “I am honored you 
have joined us.” 


“To be numbered among such a group as this, it is I who am honored,” said 
Whalen. “Now, perhaps my friend Alex will introduce you all to me, though I’m 
sure I know your names already.” 

“Yes, of course,” Alex stammered. 


Whalen seemed to know much more about Alex’s friends beyond the details 
Alex had shared through his letters. Thrain blushed bright red when Whalen 
asked him about his family, and Nellus and Barnabus were both dumbfounded 
when Whalen was able to name people from their own lands that he knew. 
Arconn had met Whalen once before, but that had been many years ago. 

“Still adventuring, then,” Whalen said as he looked at the elf. 

“As are you, my friend,” said Arconn. 

“Tt’s not an easy job to quit,” Whalen said with a laugh. “And it seems that I 
am needed more and more often, though I hope with Alex’s help, I will be able 
to spend some time at home.” 

“T will be honored to assist in any way I can,” Alex said, wondering if 
Whalen had already found a new adventure for him to join. 

“Pm sure you will,” Whalen said. “For now, however, I think you should 
come with me to Alusia. I’ve found a wonderful new home for you—if you’re 
still interested, that is.” 

“T am,” Alex answered. “Though it will seem odd, not returning to the place 
I’ve called home for so long.” 

“Oh, you can always go back,” Whalen said, laughing. “Though the longer 
you stay away, the harder it will be for you to return. I almost never go back to 
the place where I grew up, even when I have the time. I suppose there are too 
many memories there, and too many things that I have chosen not to remember 
as well.” 

“You would honor us if you would join us for the evening meal,” Thrang said, 
changing the subject. 

“A kind offer that I must refuse,” said Whalen. “I’m afraid I have other 
matters to attend to, and I’m only taking time out today to show Alex the home 
I’ve found for him.” 

“We will be leaving today?” Alex questioned. 

“Yes, aS soon as you are ready,” answered Whalen. “I know you hate to leave 


your friends so quickly, but I am really very pressed for time.” 

“Ts there something I can help you with?” Alex asked, surprised by Whalen’s 
rush. 

“No, no, nothing like that,” said Whalen. “I’ve made promises to be places, 
and with one thing and another, well 
... let’s just say I have time to take you to Alusia and then I must be off.” 

“As you wish,” said Alex. 

“T will leave you to say your good-byes, then. Gentlemen, it has been a great 
honor to meet you all. I wish you all good fortune, and I hope that I may have 
the pleasure of traveling with each of you one day.” 

“You are most kind,” said Thrang. 

Everyone in the room stood and bowed to Whalen as he moved out of the 
room, and then they turned to say good-bye to Alex. Alex had planned on saying 
his farewells the next morning, but Whalen was in a hurry, and as Alex still 
considered him to be his teacher, he thought it best to do as he was told. 

“Until we meet again, my friend,” Arconn said, pulling Alex into a hug. 

“T hope that it will be soon,” said Alex. “And when Thrang does finally retire, 
Pll have to make a special trip to Thraxon to visit him.” 

“Don’t say that too loudly.” Thrang laughed as he embraced Alex. “Thorgood 
will insist that I retire just so you’ll return to his kingdom.” 

“What will I do without you?” Thrain questioned, his eyes bright with tears. 
“You’ve saved me so often, I’m getting used to having you there.” 

“You’re going home in good hands,” said Alex, nodding at Arconn. “And I’m 
sure you won’t need to be saved very often in Vargland.” 

“You must come to my homeland one day,” said Nellus as he shook Alex’s 
hand. 

“And mine as well,” Barnabus added. “My family won’t believe I actually 
know a wizard.” 

“T will try to come if I can,” said Alex. “And if nothing else, perhaps we will 
travel together again someday.” 

After his good-byes, Alex turned to leave, pausing at the door to turn back 
one more time to smile at his friends. They raised their mugs to him in a toast, 
and Alex laughed and left them behind. 

Whalen was waiting for Alex in front of the Golden Swan. He had already 


ordered Alex’s horse saddled. The famous wizard was getting a great many 
looks from the people of the town. 

“Pm sorry to drag you away so quickly,” said Whalen in an apologetic tone 
when Alex came out of the front doors. “I wish we could spend the night, but I 
am running a little late. We must leave for Alusia now. It will take us at least two 
days to reach the home I’ve found for you, which should give us all the time we 
need to talk.” 


Alex smiled and climbed into his saddle, happy that Whalen seemed to 
understand how he was feeling. As they rode out of Telous, Alex tried to arrange 
his thoughts, considering what he should tell Whalen first. In the end, he decided 
to tell Whalen the story from the beginning, including all the things he hadn’t 
told his friends. 


They were a few miles outside of Telous when Alex finally began to talk. He 
found that the story was longer than he remembered it, longer than when Thrang 
had told it, and not nearly as exciting when he told it himself. Whalen didn’t 
interrupt or ask questions as Alex talked, and when Alex finally finished, they 
were at the great arch. 

“That’s it,” Alex said as Whalen climbed off his horse. “That’s the whole 
story of what happened in Thraxon, and I still don’t know what it all means.” 

Whalen nodded but didn’t say anything. He seemed to be thinking about what 
Alex had said, and Alex thought that even Whalen might not know what to make 
of the story. How often had a wizard become a dragon lord? How many wizards 
had ever taken the dragon shape and survived? What had King Set meant when 
he said he had been waiting for Alex? There were too many questions and too 
few answers. 

Alex unsaddled the horses while Whalen set up their camp. His mind was 
troubled by his unanswered questions, but he felt better now that he’d told 
Whalen everything. When he had finished taking care of the horses, Alex joined 
Whalen by the campfire, his eyes watching the flames as Whalen cooked their 
meal. 

“Do you know how long it takes most wizards to become wizards?” Whalen 
asked suddenly. 

“No,” said Alex, surprised. “Several years, I’m sure, but I’ve never really 
thought about it.” 

“And do you know how much training most apprentices need before they are 
ready to even try to take a staff?” Whalen went on. 


“No, I don’t,” said Alex. 


“Most apprentices are in training for years,” Whalen said. “A great many of 
them never learn enough to take a staff.” 


“But everyone knows there have never been very many wizards in the known 
lands,” said Alex. 


“Yet there are a fair number of people who can do magic of one kind or 
another,” said Whalen. “Why do you think so few of them ever become 
wizards?” 


“T don’t know. Maybe they weren’t able to find a wizard to train them.” 


“Yes, that is true for many of them,” Whalen agreed. “Perhaps for others, the 
training is too difficult, or they are not patient enough to learn all that is required. 
Then, of course, they may not have enough magic in them to become wizards in 
the first place.” Whalen shook his head and sighed. “I’ve accepted any and all 
who wanted to be trained and who were willing to learn. I’ve been alive for 
almost seven hundred years, Alex, and I’ve had countless apprentices. But only 
two have ever gone on to become wizards.” 


“What does this have to do with me?” Alex questioned. 


“Ah, yes, what about you?” Whalen replied. “You used magic on your first 
adventure, before you understood it, before you became an apprentice. You were 
able to look into a dragon’s eye and defeat him with your own power— 
something that most wizards would not dare try even after taking a staff. You’ve 
learned more magic on three adventures than most apprentices learn in a dozen 
years of study, and you’ve done it without a wizard there to teach you.” 


“T was lucky, and you’ve shown me the path I should take.” 


“T gave you some direction, but you found the path yourself,” Whalen said 
with a smile. “You are something of a mystery, even to me. And I think your 
dragon friend was right—you are more than most wizards could ever hope to 
be.” 

“Don’t say that,” said Alex. “I’m just... I’m just lucky.” 

“Yes.” Whalen laughed. “Lucky, and quick, and a wizard that is both a man 
and a dragon. Oh, there are legends and myths about wizards who could take the 
dragon shape without fear, but I think most of them are just stories, made up by 
people who didn’t know better.” 

“So you think I am something else?” Alex questioned. “Not really a wizard, 
but something else completely?” 


“You are a true wizard, Alex. That much I know for sure,” Whalen answered 
in a kindly tone. “But it seems that you are also more than that, but all that you 
are, I cannot even guess.” 

“If you don’t know, Master Whalen, who does?” Alex questioned in a 
defeated tone. 

“Do not call me master,” Whalen said in a kind but serious voice. “You have 
no master, my friend, and I doubt there is anything in the known lands that could 
become your master. As for what you are, I think only you can find that answer. 
And I believe you will, in time.” 

“Then I must continue searching for answers to my questions as I travel 
through the known lands,” Alex said. 


“And that makes you sad?” Whalen questioned. 


“Yes. I thought you would know what I am and what I should do. You’ve 
always had the answers before.” 


“Most people, myself included, do not know what they are,” said Whalen. “I 
know I am a wizard, an adventurer, and a man, but what am I really? That is a 
question I am still trying to answer, and I’ve been asking it for almost seven 
hundred years.” 


“But...” Alex began and stopped. “I don’t understand.” 


“You are what you do,” Whalen said. “You are what people think you are, and 
more importantly, what you think you are. If you think of yourself as a great 
hero, you will act like a great hero. If you think of yourself as a small thing— 
something that doesn’t matter—well then, you won’t matter.” 


“But I don’t really think about myself,” Alex protested. “I don’t see myself as 
a hero or a wizard or anything like that.” 


“Do you see yourself as good or evil?” Whalen questioned. 
“Good, of course.” 

“Friendly or not so friendly?” 

“Friendly, I think.” 

“Hot-tempered or reasonable?” 

“T try to be reasonable, but I sometimes lose my temper.” 


“You see many things about yourself already,’ Whalen said as he began 
filling bowls with stew. “And I wish I could say I see myself as a great cook, but 
I’m afraid the truth is that I’m only a fair cook.” 


Alex laughed and accepted the bowl. The stew was very good, in fact, and 
Alex thought about Whalen’s words while he ate. Whalen may not have 
answered his questions as directly as he had hoped, but he had still given him 
some answers. Alex had never considered things the way Whalen put them, had 
never even thought about his own self-image. Now he thought about it for a long 
time, and he began to see that Whalen was as wise as ever. 


They spent the rest of the evening in silence, Whalen watching the stars and 
Alex deep in thought. 
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The next morning, they rode through the great arch into Alusia. 


“What do you suppose Set meant when he said he had been waiting for me?” 
Alex asked as they rode along the well-worn trail. 


“A wizard’s deeds are often foretold,” said Whalen in a thoughtful tone. “I’ve 
never sought out legends or prophesies in the hope of fulfilling them, but I have 
been looked for in places where I never thought I would go.” 


“So I shouldn’t really worry about it,” said Alex. 


“Oh, I wouldn’t worry,” said Whalen. “Though you might want to find out 
about the prophecies later, after they’ve been fulfilled, so you know who made 
them and when. Unfortunately, I’ve found that most of the details that go with 
legends and prophesies are often lost, and only the waiting for things to come 
true can be remembered.” 


Alex thought for a long time before he asked his next question, hoping that 
Whalen would have a simple explanation for him. 

“What about the books the dragon on the Isle of Bones gave me?” Alex 
asked. 

“Ah, the dragon,” said Whalen with a smile. “An ancient and wise creature, to 
be sure.” 

“But the books,” Alex persisted after Whalen remained silent. “What are 
they? Where did they come from?” 

“Yes, the books,” Whalen said slowly. “I will warn you that you should keep 
them secret from everyone, and keep them safe. Never tell anyone you have one 
or more of them. If I had thought you might find one of these books on your 
own, I would have told you about them sooner.” 

“But what are they?” Alex asked, surprised by Whalen’s warning. 

“Ancient books of knowledge,” said Whalen. “Never study them where 


others might see them, and never ever leave one lying about.” 
“Are they dangerous?” Alex asked. 


“To people who have little or no magic, they are very dangerous. There are 
dangers even for wizards, but that comes from loving power too much,” Whalen 
answered. “You see, the books will teach you things. As you study the pages, the 
letters will begin to take shape in your mind. Eventually it will be like a dream, 
and you will see and hear what the books have to say. I’ve seen one book that 
you could smell things in, but I don’t know how common that is.” 

“You’ve seen books like these before?” Alex questioned. 

“Yes, I have,” said Whalen with a weak smile. “And your guess is correct—I 
have a few of them myself. Some of them are simple and will show you the 
history of the known lands, but some are full of power. Those that have power in 
them can teach you a great deal about magic. Others can even transfer their 
powers to you. Now you see why they could be dangerous to people who don’t 
have any magic of their own.” 

“Yes, that make sense,” said Alex. 

They rode on for a time as Alex considered what Whalen had told him about 
the magic books. It seemed obvious that Salinor was protecting the books, 
keeping them safe. Why the dragon had chosen to give them to Alex was less 
clear, but Alex knew the dragon had his reasons. 

“The dragon also talked about my family,” Alex said carefully. “Do you know 
anything about them?” 

“T do,” Whalen said with a smile. “I didn’t think you’d have time to ask old 
Clutter about them, so I did some digging on my own.” 

“And?” Alex asked in excitement. “Do you know where my family comes 
from? Do I have aunts and uncles and cousins?” 

“Yes, I know where your family is from, or at least where it is from recently.” 
Whalen laughed. “And yes, you have aunts and uncles and cousins and a great 
deal more. Your mother and father were related to almost every royal family in 
the known lands. Not just the human royal families either, but the elves and the 
dwarfs as well, though you might have to search a bit more to find those links.” 

“The royal families?” Alex questioned in amazement. 

“Well, some of the relations are a bit distant, but still, you are related. I 
imagine most, if not all, of the royal families will want to do the family history 
for you. After all, it would be good for them to have a wizard in the family.” 


Whalen looked at Alex. “But you should be careful with any information you 
learn about your family. From what little I know of your family, I would guess 
that not all of them are worthy of your assistance. I would suggest you learn all 
you can about any family members you meet before you help them.” 


Alex nodded his understanding. 


“Not all kings are good or noble,” Whalen reminded Alex. “I think you know 
what I mean, though you’ve not run into any really bad kings on your adventures 
so far.” 

“No, but I’ve seen men and dwarfs who wished to take the place of a king,” 
said Alex. “I imagine I’m related to some people like that since they had some 
claim to a royal bloodline.” 

“Oh, yes,” said Whalen in a serious tone. “Bloodlines are important to most 
people, and most important to the royal houses.” 


“Will you tell me who I’m related to and how?” Alex questioned. 


“Of course.” Whalen laughed. “You don’t think I learned all this for my own 
amusement, do you?” 

Alex laughed at Whalen’s reply and for the rest of the day, he listened closely 
as Whalen explained how Alex was related to the different royal families in the 
different lands. Their evening fire was burning low before Whalen had finished 
telling Alex all that he’d learned. Alex was amazed by how many relations he 
had, and the fact that Whalen seemed to know so much about all of them. 

“Don’t worry,” Whalen said with a smile. “I’ve written it all down for you. I 
don’t expect you to remember everything I’ve said, even if it is about your own 
family.” 

“T don’t know how you remembered it all,” said Alex. 

“T’ve lived a long time, and I’ve learned to organize things in my mind,” 
Whalen answered. “You’ve already learned to do this with some things, as you 
seem to have no trouble remembering magic spells.” 

“That seems almost natural,” said Alex. 


“Almost too natural sometimes? Almost too easy?” Whalen said as he 
watched Alex. 

Alex nodded. 

“Ah, your greatest fear,” said Whalen in his kindest voice. “You fear that 


because it all comes so easily to you, that you will not appreciate or remember it 
when you need to.” 


“And that it might all slip away as easily as it came,” Alex added. 

“Yes, it is a common fear,” said Whalen. “I’ve felt that fear myself, but very 
few things have ever slipped away without my knowing about it.” 

“So I should not worry about losing everything I’ve become?” Alex asked. 

“What good does the worry do you?” Whalen asked in return. “If all your 
magic were to slip away tonight, would worrying about it help you?” 

“No, I suppose it wouldn’t.” 

“Then don’t worry about things you can’t control,” Whalen said. “I doubt 
very much that your magic will ever slip away, and worrying about it won’t 
make a bit difference one way or the other.” 

“Tt does seem a silly thing to worry about when you put it that way.” 

“Yes, and you have other things to think about. Tomorrow we will pass 
through the small town of Resprin. The home I’ve found for you is a few miles 
outside of the town.” 

“What kind of town is Resprin?” Alex questioned. 

“Not large. The people of the town keep horses, and most of the horses 
belong to the king. I suppose that means that some of them are probably yours as 
well,” said Whalen as he leaned back against his saddle. “They are good people, 
honest and fair in their dealings. I think you will like the town, and I hope you 
will like the house I’ve found.” 

“How far from Resprin do you live?” Alex questioned, rolling into his own 
blankets. 

“Two days to the south,” Whalen said sleepily. “There is another town called 
Albian, and my home is a few miles east of that town.” 

“T would like to see your house someday,” Alex said as he closed his eyes. 

“And I would like to see you in your dragon form,” Whalen said through a 
yawn. “Perhaps tomorrow, if there isn’t anyone near, you could show me your 
other self?” 

“As you wish,” said Alex and went to sleep. 

The next morning after breakfast, Alex walked a little way from their 
campfire. He turned to look at Whalen and, then, after thinking for a moment, he 
laughed at himself. 

“What?” Whalen questioned. 

“The horses,” Alex answered. “You had better put a calming spell on them, or 


we’ ll be walking the rest of the way to Resprin.” 

“Oh, yes,” Whalen said with a laugh of his own. 

Once Whalen had cast his spell, Alex relaxed his mind, accepting what he 
was. The magic filled the air around him, but it was different this time, more 
alive somehow. He paused to consider the magic, the connection to everything 
around him, and then he changed. 

Yes, Salinor’s voice said softly in his mind. It is different in each land, but 
also the same. 

The connection to the land, it’s... Alex trailed off. 

It is something special. Something only dragons like ourselves can 
experience, said Salinor. 

Dragons like ourselves? Alex questioned, knowing Salinor wasn’t talking 
about all dragons, but something else. 

We that are true silver, said Salinor. We are... 

What? 

In time. Salinor laughed. You do not need to learn everything all at once, 
child. 

Alex wondered what Salinor meant, but he knew the ancient dragon was 
finished speaking. He would learn what he needed to know in time, and that was 
enough for now. He relaxed his mind, focusing his thoughts on his human form 
and letting the magical connection slip away. 

“True silver,” Whalen said in awe as soon as Alex was his human self once 
more. “You become a dragon of true silver.” 

“T know. I never really thought about it. Does it mean something?” Alex 
questioned. 

“Tm not sure,” Whalen answered slowly. “I’ve heard of legends that mention 
a dragon of true silver. I can’t remember the exact wording, however, and I don’t 
have time to look it up right now.” 

“But you will look?” 

“Oh, yes, PII look and let you know what I find,” said Whalen. “You see, I 
don’t remember everything, even if sometimes you think I do.” 

“Well, I remember that you are in a hurry,” said Alex. “So we’d best be on 
our way.” 

“That is true, but before we go, I must swear an oath,” said Whalen. 


“What?” 


“T, Whalen Vankin, swear by my staff that I will never tell anyone the secret 
that Alexander Taylor has shared with me this day,” Whalen said quickly. 


“Whalen, you don’t need to swear by your staff,” said Alex in surprise. “I’m 
sure the council will want to know, and—” 


“Alex,” Whalen interrupted. “Wizards should have some secrets that only 
they know. I think it would be best if you kept this part of yourself as secret as 
you can. Don’t ask questions and don’t ask for reasons because I don’t have 
answers or reasons, just a feeling.” 


“As you wish,” said Alex, accepting Whalen’s advice. 


Whalen nodded and removed his spell from their horses. They rode south and 
west, away from the main path they had been following the day before. As they 
crossed the grasslands of Alusia, they passed several large herds of horses, and 
Alex felt sad remembering the loss of his own horse, Shahree. 


“There is one more thing we need to talk about,” said Whalen after they’d 
gone several miles. 


“The conspiracy Bane talked about,” said Alex. “You didn’t say anything 
about it in your letters.” 


“I didn’t want to trouble you while you were in the middle of your 
adventure,” Whalen replied. “But I believe Bane is right—there is something 
very wrong in the known lands. Nethrom’s last words were an important bit of 
information, but not as conclusive as you might think. I’ve suspected for many 
years that part of the order of Malgor was involved.” 

“Should we warn the leaders of the order? Perhaps they can find out who is 
working against them and deal with the problem,” said Alex. 

“Do you know the legend of the Gezbeth?” Whalen questioned suddenly. 

“The Gezbeth? No, I’ve never heard of such a thing. What does that have to 
do with the conspiracy?” 

“The Gezbeth is a legendary monster,” said Whalen. “It is said that the 
monster had three heads and six arms, and that it ate everything it could get its 
hands on. Many brave warriors and soldiers died trying to defeat the monster, 
but none succeeded. Eventually an old man appeared and told the people the 
secret of the Gezbeth. You see, the monster had three hearts, and all three of 
them had to be destroyed at the same moment if the monster was to be killed.” 

“Whalen, what are you talking about?” Alex questioned. 


“T think what we are fighting is something like the Gezbeth. A conspiracy that 
has more than one center—and more than one leader—but all working toward a 
single goal.” 

“And if we destroy only one center, the monster will simply grow a new 
center over time,” said Alex, remembering his battle against the hydra outside 
the necromancer’s cave. 


“T believe we have already destroyed parts of this monster,” said Whalen. 
“Your victory over the necromancer was a blow to their plans. I think the recent 
trouble here in Alusia might well have been another part of the plan. The trouble 
is, we don’t know where the centers of the conspiracy are, and unless we can 
destroy them all, well...” 


“You want to watch the people you think are involved,” said Alex. “Perhaps 
they will lead us to other parts of the monster.” 


“Yes, that is our hope,” said Whalen. “It’s not just you and me, Alex. The rest 
of the council is involved, as well as many other people. We are watching and 
learning about our enemy. I hope that one day—and one day soon—we will 
discover what we need to know.” 

“And the conspiracy’s goal?” Alex questioned. “Do you have any idea what 
this monster is trying to do?” 

“No, not really,” said Whalen in a defeated tone. “We’re trying to piece it all 
together—looking for clues, listening to whispered stories—but we don’t know 
what our enemy is trying to do. We don’t know what their real goal is.” 

“Then I suppose we’ ll have to wait and watch,” said Alex. 

“Yes,” said Whalen. “And you will be an important part of our watching, now 
that you know about the monster. As you travel, you will know what to look for 
and can report back to us what you have learned.” 

“T will try,” said Alex. “I will try to find clues and answers, and I will hope 
that we can find the centers of power and destroy them before. . .” 

“Before they destroy the rest of us,” Whalen finished. “Yes, that is our 
greatest fear—that we will wait and watch too long and we will be unable to stop 
the monster when we finally discover what it is trying to do. For now, keep your 
eyes and ears open, and let me know about anything that seems suspicious.” 

“What if something happens to you?” Alex questioned. 

“I have some letters of introduction I can send out,” said Whalen. “It would 
be good for you to have contact with other members of the council, in any event. 


Then, if anything should happen to me, you’ll have other people you can trust 
with the information you discover.” 


“A good plan,” said Alex. 
“T only hope it is good enough,” said Whalen. 


It wasn’t quite noon when they came to a fair-sized house at the bottom of a 
large hill. The tall stone tower attached to one end of the house was at least twice 
as tall as the next highest part of the house. Behind the house was a barn, and a 
small stream ran alongside the house. Sitting on the front porch of the house was 
a tall, thin man. He stood up as Whalen and Alex approached and hurried into 
the yard to meet them. 


“Master Vankin, Master Taylor,” the man said with a bow. “I wasn’t sure what 
time you would be arriving.” 


“You were kind to meet us, Jonathan,” said Whalen with a smile. “Alex, this 
is Jonathan Tanner. Jonathan is the chief herdsman of Resprin, and as such, he is 
the king’s representative in the town.” 


“A great pleasure,” said Alex, bowing to Jonathan. 


“The pleasure is mine,” said Jonathan. “King Trion has sent word that I am to 
do whatever I can for you. I’ve heard the tales of your adventures with my friend 
Silvan Bregnest, and I am only too happy to do as Trion orders.” 


“You know Bregnest?” Alex questioned. 


“There are few in this part of Alusia who do not know Bregnest,” Jonathan 
said with a laugh. “He often rides to the towns on the king’s business—or at least 
he does when he is not off on an adventure.” 


“T would very much like to see Bregnest again,” Alex said. 


“Let’s take a look at the house first,” said Whalen, reminding Alex of why 
they were there. 


Jonathan took their horses for them and tied them to a rail beside the porch. 
He was happy to show Alex and Whalen around, and Alex was happy with what 
he saw in the house. There was plenty of room for him to store his things, but 
not so much room that he would feel lonely. There was even running water, 
piped into the house from a spring near the top of the hill behind the house, 
which Alex thought was very convenient. The rooms were large and friendly 
looking, and already furnished. 


“Trion sent the furniture as a welcoming gift,” Jonathan explained. “He hopes 
you will be staying in Alusia for many years to come.” 


“A kind gift,” said Alex. 

“Then you will take the house?” Jonathan questioned nervously. 

“Let me think for a little while.” 

“Very well, Master Taylor.” 

“In the meantime, what is there to eat here, Jonathan?” Whalen asked. 


“Oh, the pantry is full, Master Vankin,” Jonathan answered. “I can prepare 
anything you may wish, or almost anything.” 


“An overstatement but kindly meant,” Whalen said with a laugh. “Come, let’s 
see to the pantry while my young friend does his thinking.” 


As Whalen and Jonathan went to the kitchen, Alex wandered out the front 
door to look at the grounds around the house once more. He walked around the 
tower toward the back of the house, not really looking at or for anything. He 
walked through the oak trees that grew behind the house, and when he came to 
the stream, he stopped. It was the perfect house and would be a wonderful place 
to live, but he felt sad for no reason he could name. 


A sudden movement on the far side of the stream startled Alex, and he 
instantly brought up his staff to defend himself. He smiled when he saw the 
palomino horse on the far bank. He lowered his staff and called softly to the 
horse. It was a male horse, young and fairly large, with a mane as white as snow. 
Calling softly a second time, Alex remembered how much horses used to scare 
him. The horse seemed to study him for a moment, and then it walked slowly to 
him and nuzzled his shoulder. 

“Well, my friend,” Alex said softly. “What herd have you wandered away 
from?” 

The horse whinnied in reply and pressed his head gently against Alex’s 
shoulder. Alex was surprised by the strange show of affection, but he rubbed the 
horse’s forehead gently just the same. 

“Well, I suppose I should accept this house,” Alex said softly. “It looks to be 
everything I’ve ever wanted or hoped for.” 

The horse bobbed its head up and down the same way Shahree had done 
sometimes when Alex had talked to her. 

Alex smiled at the memory and patted the horse’s forehead again before he 
turned to go back and talk with Jonathan. 

“Who’s your friend?” Whalen questioned as Alex walked toward the front 
door. 


Alex noticed that the palomino horse had followed him home. “He was 
drinking from the stream when I was out walking. He must have wandered away 
from one of the herds. Perhaps Jonathan will know where he belongs.” 


Whalen called Jonathan out of the house, but when Jonathan saw the horse at 
Alex’s shoulder, the look on his face was something more than surprise. 


“Do you know this horse?” Alex questioned. 


“The herders call him Dar Losh. It means dragon fire in the common 
language,” Jonathan said slowly. “He is . . . he is of the king’s herd, though part 
of that herd belongs to you as well. I would have to search the records to make 
sure, but he’s as likely to be one of your own horses as he is to be one of the 
king’s.” 

“Why do you look so surprised to see him here?” Alex asked. 

“No one has ever been able to handle him,” Jonathan said. “He runs wild 
across the grasslands. We’ve tried to catch him in the past, but he can outrun any 
horse in the kingdom.” 

“Yet he seems friendly enough with Alex,” Whalen said. 

“He is,” said Alex in a definite tone, turning to rub Dar Losh’s neck. “He 
seems as tame as any horse I’ve ever seen.” 

“Tame to you,” said Jonathan. “I swear no man has ever been able to catch 
him or befriend him as you have. Is this some magic? Have you put some spell 
on this horse to make him follow you?” 

“No.” Alex laughed. “I called to him from across the stream, and he came. I 
didn’t know he was following me until Whalen pointed it out.” 

“Then I think you have found a very good friend,” Whalen said thoughtfully. 
“What do you think, Jonathan? Would any other man be able to handle this 
horse?” 

“No, I’m sure they would not,” said Jonathan. “If Master Taylor wishes this 
horse for his own, I am authorized by the king to make it so.” 

“In that case,” said Alex with a smile, “I accept Dragon Fire, or Dar Losh, as 
you call him, as my own horse. I also accept this house. How much is the king 
asking for it?” 

“The king asks only that you keep it in peace,” said Jonathan. “He said the 
house and the lands about it are to be yours for as long as you wish them to be.” 

“The king is most kind,” said Alex. “I will accept Trion’s goodwill and send a 
message of thanks to him as soon as I can.” 


“Very well,” said Jonathan with a smile. “I welcome you to the lands of 
Resprin. If you need anything, please let me know.” 

“Thank you,” said Alex. “And if I can be of service to the people of Resprin, 
or to King Trion, please let me know.” 

“You are most kind,” said Jonathan with a bow. “And now, I must go about 
my duties. I must inform the citizens of Resprin that you have agreed to stay. I 
would not want them to be surprised by your presence.” 

“Thank you,” Alex said again. 

“Yes, thank you, Jonathan,” Whalen added. 

Jonathan bowed once more and left them, his eyes turning back to look at 
Dragon Fire and Alex several times before he rode out of sight. 

“Your legend grows again,” Whalen said. He looked at Alex’s new horse. “He 
seems well named, does he not?” 

“As if Pd chosen the name myself,” said Alex, rubbing Dragon Fire’s 
forehead again. 

“Well, now that you are here and have accepted Trion’s generous gift, I 
should be on my way.” 


“Already?” Alex asked in surprise. “I thought you’d stay the night at least.” 


“No, I’ve spent enough time here already. I must be going, but Pll leave you 
with one last piece of advice. Stay true to your friends, and stay true to yourself.” 

“That’s two pieces of advice,” Alex pointed out. 

“Ts it?” Whalen asked with a smile, and then rode away. 

Alex watched Whalen until he was out of sight, and then he turned and 
looked at his new home. It was a beautiful house, really, and he felt happier than 
he could ever remember feeling before. 

Dragon Fire nudged his shoulder gently. Alex absently rubbed the horse’s 
nose and then turned to look at his new friend. 


“Go,” Alex said softly. “Run free across the land. I will call you when I need 
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you. 


Dragon Fire whinnied in response and galloped off across the grasslands. 
Alex watched him for a while, running like the wind across the low hills of 
Alusia. Finally he walked back to the house and went inside. It was time to get 
settled in, time to put things in order, and time to get ready for his next 
adventure, whenever it might come. 


Discussion Questions 


1. The first part of Alex’s adventure is spent in the library and archives of 
Benorg. How can a library be a good place to start an adventure? 


2. While traveling toward the Isle of Bones, Alex and his friends hear rumors 
about trouble on the road. Kat says that the trouble with rumors is that you never 
know what to believe. Have you ever heard a rumor that made you unsure what 
to believe? What did you do about it? 

3. The dragon Salinor lost control and destroyed the dwarf on the Isle of 
Bones after they attacked him. Have you ever lost your temper and done 
something you felt sorry about? Is there anything special you do to keep from 
losing your temper? 

4. When Kat first tries to enter the empty tower, Alex stops her and reminds 
her of her duty to the company. Have you ever had to give up something you 
wanted because you’d made a promise to someone else? 

5. When Alex creates the monument for Shahree, he writes the words, “A 
True Friend” on it. Why do you think he chose those words? What do you think 
makes a “true friend”? 

6. The dwarf Nethrom learned things that other people had forgotten, but he 
wasn’t willing to share what he learned. In the end, the secrets and his 
unwillingness to share his knowledge destroyed him. Why do you think that is? 
Have you ever kept a secret that has gotten you into trouble? 

7. We learn that Nethrom isn’t really evil, but he was being controlled by an 
evil spirit. Could something like that happen to real people? Could people have 
bad habits that, like the evil of the necromancer, control them? 

8. After Alex gives Kat the oracle’s crystal, she says that he has formed her 
destiny around her like a cage. What does she mean? Do you ever feel like 
people are building your future around you? 

9. Near the end of the story, King Thorgood tells Illius, “The people make the 
king. The king does not make the people.” What do you think he means by that? 
Who is more important—the king or the people? 

10. While traveling to Alex’s new home, Whalen Vankin tells Alex, “You are 
what you do.” What do you think he means by that? 


11. Whalen’s final piece of advice to Alex is, “Stay true to your friends, and 


stay true to yourself.” Alex says that it’s two pieces of advice, but is it? 
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Chapter One 
An Unexpected Message 
~—— 





The sun shone brightly on the grasslands of Alusia, and the wind rushed 
through Alex’s hair. The openness of the country and the speed of his horse, Dar 
Losh, were made for each other. He loosened the reins so the horse could run 
freely. He wasn’t worried about where they would go or how they would get 
back. There was no need to worry because Alusia was now his home. Alex 
laughed as the wind whistled past him, pulling at his hair and clothes. 

Alexander Taylor looked like any other seventeen-year-old boy. The truth 
was, however, that he was different from not only the other boys his age but 
from almost everyone else as well. Alex was an adventurer. Not just any 
adventurer, either. He was an adventurer and a wizard, and perhaps something 
more. 

It had been little more than a year ago when he’d first seen the magic sign 
in the window of Mr. Clutter’s old bookshop. A year in the home he had always 
known, but nearly five years in the distant lands that most people in his world 
would never see. Time was different depending on which side of the adventure 
shop door he was on, and though this difference in time had been difficult for 
him to understand at first, now he hardly even thought about it. 

His new adventurer friends had told him that no matter how long he was on 
his adventure, he would always be able to return home at almost the exact 
moment he’d left. At the time, Alex thought they must be mad, but he soon 
learned the truth of their words and did, indeed, return home from his first 
adventure at the same moment—and at the same age—as when he’d left. Alex 
knew that was a good thing, because he didn’t have to explain how he’d aged 
more than a year in less than a second. But somebody did notice he’d been on an 
adventure—somebody he would never have expected. 

Alex’s stepfather, Mr. Roberts, knew instantly about Alex’s adventure when 
he saw the leather bag that Alex was carrying over his shoulder. It was a magic 
bag that Alex had bought at the beginning of his first adventure, a bag that 
allowed him to carry a great many things in a small and easy-to-conceal place. 
Alex was shocked to find out that Mr. Roberts knew all about magic bags and 
adventures. Mr. Roberts, however, had once been an adventurer as well, and told 


Alex that he had suspected that Alex might find his way into an adventure of his 
own someday. 

Alex’s mind was pulled back to Alusia as he reined in his horse on a hilltop. 
The sun had started to sink in the west, and Alex took a moment to look across 
the landscape. At first he saw only the open grasslands with a few groves of oak 
trees dotted here and there between the hills, but then Alex’s vision seemed to 
shift. Darkness filled the world around him, and he could see things moving in 
that darkness. 

Shadowy armies marched toward unknown battles. Massive unknown 
creatures of evil stalked the land, destroying everything in their paths. Burning 
forests, ruined villages, and broken cities appeared before his eyes as death and 
destruction flowed like water into the known lands. 

The darkness lifted slowly from his vision, and the grasslands of Alusia 
returned, but Alex felt that what he had seen was a true vision. Darkness, evil, 
and war were moving into the known lands, and, as a wizard, it was his duty to 
stop them. 

Rubbing his eyes, Alex spoke a few quiet words to his horse. It was time 
for him to return to his new home. He had to prepare for what he knew was 
coming, even if he had no idea when it would come. 

Dar Losh raced the winds that blew across the Alusian hills until Alex 
reined him in. He looked down at his house with its tall tower and the flowing 
stream next to it. This was home, and even though he missed his stepfather and 
stepbrother, he did not want to go back to the life he had lived before. 

“Go, my friend,” Alex said to Dar Losh after he had removed his saddle and 
bridle. “Go and run free. I will call you when I need you.” 

The beautiful palomino whinnied in reply and then nuzzled Alex’s shoulder 
before heading back into the open grassland. Seeing the pale golden horse run 
made Alex feel hopeful, and he watched until the horse was out of sight. 

Closing the front door behind him, Alex heard a sudden, familiar honking 
noise. He turned to find a strange bowling-pin-shaped creature standing on a 
single birdlike leg, waiting for him on the table. The creature was a bottle- 
necked geeb, a messenger that traveled between the magical lands. 

“Do you have a message for me?” Alex asked. He hadn’t been expecting 
anything. 

“Ding,” the geeb answered, its head taking the shape of a small bell. 

“May I have it, please?” 

“Ding,” the geeb answered again, producing a piece of paper from the large 


mouth in the middle of its body. 

Taking the paper from the geeb, Alex noticed that it was worn and dirty. 
The edges were uneven, as if it had been torn or ripped from a larger page. Just 
holding the message in his hand, Alex could tell something was wrong. 

His thoughts returned to the dark images he had seen out on the Alusian 
plains. Monsters, war, destruction, and who knew what other dark things were 
already in the known lands. The grubby bit of paper the geeb had brought made 
him feel cold inside. 

“Have you been paid?” Alex asked the geeb. He turned the message over in 
his hand, delaying the moment when he would have to unfold it. 

“Honk,” the geeb responded, its head taking the shape of a small bicycle 
horn. 

“Hang on a minute, then,” said Alex, taking a seat behind the long wooden 
table that he often used as a desk. He turned the paper over once more. Trying to 
ignore his worries, Alex unfolded the paper and began to read. 


Alex, 


Need your help. Come as soon as you can to the city of Karmus, in the land 
of Nezza. Come on foot. Don’t let anyone know what you are. 


Skeld 


Alex read the note, looked at the geeb, and then read the note again. It 
seemed strange, and, for a minute, Alex wondered if his friend Skeld was 
playing some kind of joke on him. But the urgent tone to the note didn’t sound 
like one of Skeld’s jokes, and that worried him. Alex noticed that the note was 
written with what looked like charcoal, which was not something Skeld would 
do. His friend must really be in some kind of trouble. Skeld was a good fighter 
and could take care of himself, so if he was asking for help, something had to be 
very wrong. 

“Can you take a message back to my friend Skeld?” Alex asked the geeb. 

“Honk.” 

The answer surprised and worried Alex even more than the message did. 
He had never had a geeb refuse to take a message to anyone. 

“Ts Skeld still alive?” asked Alex, more to himself than the geeb. 


“Ding.” 

“Ts it too dangerous for you to take a message back?” 

“Ding.” 

“Very well. Here is your payment for delivering the message.” 

Alex took a small diamond from the table and tossed it toward the geeb. 
The geeb bounced up, catching the stone in midair, and then dropped onto the 
tabletop. With another ding and a small popping noise, the geeb vanished. 

Alex looked at the message again. “‘Don’t let anyone know what you are,’” 
he read out loud, wondering what Skeld meant. It was a warning, but Alex 
wasn’t sure what his friend was trying to say. On previous journeys, letting 
people know he was an adventurer hadn’t mattered; in fact, it had been helpful. 
Perhaps Skeld meant he should not let people know he was a wizard. But that 
didn’t make any sense either, as wizards were generally welcome and respected 
in all of the known lands. 

Alex let his thoughts roll around his mind as he read the message a third 
time. Skeld wanted him to come on foot, which seemed almost as odd as not 
telling people he was an adventurer and a wizard. Nothing in the note made any 
sense, and after several minutes of thinking, Alex decided that there was only 
one thing he could do. He would go to Nezza, on foot, as Skeld had asked. 

Alex folded the note from Skeld and slipped it into his pocket. He 
wondered if he should tell his teacher and fellow wizard Whalen Vankin where 
he was going. Whalen always seemed to know what to do and when to do it. 
Alex knew, however, that Whalen was on an adventure of his own, and he didn’t 
want to wait for an answer that might take days to arrive. Skeld’s message 
sounded desperate, and Alex wanted to get to his friend as fast he could. He 
would simply have to send Whalen a message when he reached Nezza and let 
him know what was happening. 

As Alex locked the front door of his house with a magical spell, he knew 
there wasn’t time to reach the great arch by horse. There was only one way he 
could quickly reach the magical portal that would take him to the land of Nezza: 
he would have to change his shape into something fast, something that could 
reach the arch before night grew old. 

Stepping away from his home, Alex changed himself into the shape of an 
eagle and rose into the evening sky. There was a strong breeze blowing from the 
south, and, in his eagle shape, Alex soon had the wind under his wings, rising 
higher into the sky. He sped north, following the main road that led to the great 
arch, his mind racing with unanswerable questions. 


Alex arrived at the great arch before dawn. He dropped down and returned 
to his own shape in front of it. Whalen had taught him how to use the arch to 
move between lands directly, and, for a moment, he thought he would go straight 
to Nezza. Whalen had also taught him the importance of gaining knowledge, and 
Alex knew that rushing off to Nezza without finding out what might be 
happening there would be both dangerous and foolish. No, first he would stop at 
the adventure shop of Mr. Cornelius Clutter. Mr. Clutter organized adventures 
after all, and if Skeld was on an adventure and in trouble, Mr. Clutter might 
know why. 

Alex worked the magic that opened the arch in seconds, then changed and 
took flight as an eagle once more. As fast as his wings would carry him, Alex 
sped to the village of Telous. He flew past Telous just as the first rays of sunlight 
were reaching across the land, but instead of landing in the town itself, he flew 
to a large green field outside of Telous. He transformed back to his own shape on 
the soft grass, taking a moment to get his bearings and shake off the freedom of 
flight. 

Raising his staff, Alex knocked three times on the empty space in front of 
him, then stepped back. A silver line appeared out of thin air exactly where Alex 
had knocked and quickly took the shape of a door. As he watched, the door 
swung toward him, and he could see Mr. Clutter’s office on the opposite side. 

“Oh my,” cried Mr. Clutter as Alex stepped through the doorway. “How did 
you manage to open the back door?” 

“T need to get to Nezza as soon as possible,” said Alex, ignoring Mr. 
Clutter’s question. “I’ve received a note from a friend of mine who is in trouble 
there.” 

“No doubt, no doubt,” said Mr. Clutter, nodding. “Lots of troubles in Nezza 
these days, I don’t mind telling you.” 

“What kind of trouble?” 

“Well, Nezza has never been a great place for adventures, as you may 
know,” Mr. Clutter said. “Too many wars have made it a hard place for 
adventures to happen, if you follow me.” 

“T know there are several small kingdoms in Nezza,” said Alex. “Are they 
at war often?” 

Mr. Clutter nodded. “It seems that at least two or more kingdoms are 
always at war. It would be a grand place for adventures, if only there was a 
single true king in Nezza once more. Or if the kingdoms could reach an 
agreement about the land rule, things might improve. As things are, well...” 


“And you say there is more trouble in Nezza than normal?” 

“Things have become worse over the past few months,” Mr. Clutter 
answered. “There’s talk that some of the kingdoms have outlawed magic and 
adventurers altogether.” 

“Why would they do that?” Alex asked, finally understanding why Skeld 
had told him to conceal his identity. 

“T don’t know,” said Mr. Clutter. “I would guess that some of the kings 
don’t like the idea of adventurers helping their rivals, or of having magic used 
against them.” 

“Be that as it may, I need to get to Nezza as soon as possible,” said Alex. 
“My friend Skeld sent me a note, asking for my help.” 

“Skeld>?” Mr. Clutter asked. “Skeld from Norsland?” 

“Yes.” 

“Ah, yes,” said Mr. Clutter thoughtfully. “He joined an adventure to Nezza 
a month or six weeks ago.” 

“Can you tell me anything about his adventure?” Alex asked hopefully. 

“No details,” said Mr. Clutter, the smile fading from his face. “I was only 
partly involved with setting it up, so I can’t say much about it. Even if I knew all 
the details, you know I’m not allowed to tell anyone, not even a wizard. I can 
say that he went with five other adventurers, all with excellent records.” 

“Five others,” Alex repeated. “Do I know any of them besides Skeld?” 

“T don’t believe you do,” said Mr. Clutter. “I wish I could tell you more, but 
the rules of the adventure shop . . .” He cleared his throat, and his hopeful tone 
returned. “You might be able to find a few people in Telous who have been to 
Nezza recently.” 

“Perhaps,” Alex agreed. “But I don’t have time to search for someone who 
might know something. Skeld could be in real trouble, and I don’t have time to 
waste.” 

“Yes, of course,” Mr. Clutter agreed. “I suppose you don’t even have time 
for a spot of tea.” 

“Not today, thank you,” said Alex. 

“You know,” said Mr. Clutter, “I might be able to help you in another way.” 
He moved to one side of his office. “Let me see. Yes, his name begins with a J, 
I’m sure of that.” 

“Whose name?” Alex questioned. 

“What’s that?” Mr. Clutter asked as he opened a huge drawer full of files. 
“Oh, he’s a retired adventurer that I know. As I recall, he moved to Nezza when 


he stopped going on adventures, and if he’s still there, he might be a great help to 
you. Now let me see . . . Jacob? Joshua? No, it wasn’t a common name.” 

Alex didn’t want to wait while Mr. Clutter sorted through the seemingly 
endless files. He was about to say something when Mr. Clutter triumphantly 
pulled a file from the drawer. 

“Josephus!” Mr. Clutter shouted. “Josephus Sebastian Savage. I knew he 
was in here.” 

“Josephus?” Alex questioned. 

“Well, everyone calls him Joe,” said Mr. Clutter. “Can’t say that I blame 
him. Now, let me see, my notes say he was living on a small farm a day or two 
from the great arch. South of the main road into Nezza, on the east end of some 
hills.” 

“And you think he’ll still be there?” Alex asked. 

“I would think so. Oh, now that’s odd,” said Mr. Clutter. 

“What?” 

“There’s a note here that says he’s become something of a hermit,” Mr. 
Clutter answered. “Strange—I remember him being a friendly, outgoing sort of 
fellow.” 

Alex thought the land of Nezza didn’t seem like the kind of place an 
adventurer would retire to, considering all the wars and other troubles there. Mr. 
Clutter could be wrong about Joe, and Alex didn’t want to waste time searching 
for someone who might not even be there. Still, if there was a retired adventurer 
in Nezza, he could tell Alex everything he might need or want to know. 

“I’m sorry I don’t have more information,” said Mr. Clutter. “I’ve written to 
him a few times, but it’s difficult to find geebs that are willing to go to Nezza. 
Then again, Savage was quite serious when he told me he was retiring. The last 
letter I did manage to send was returned unopened.” 

“T see,” said Alex. “So he might not be too happy if I turn up asking 
questions.” 

“Oh, I’m sure if you are able to find him that he’ll help you in any way that 
he can. You’re a wizard after all, and not many people are foolish enough to be 
rude to a wizard.” 

“T don’t care about that, just so long as he can answer my questions,” said 
Alex. 

“Now, I know you’re in a rush, so I won’t keep you any longer,” said Mr. 
Clutter as he moved to the back wall of his office. “I’ll just open the door for 
you, and you can be on your way.” 


“You have been both kind and helpful,” said Alex. “You have my thanks.” 

“No thanks needed,” said Mr. Clutter. He knocked three times on the stone 
wall, and the hidden doorway opened. “When you get back from Nezza, I’ll find 
a proper adventure for you to go on.” 

Alex nodded and stepped through the door into the green fields outside the 
village of Telous. The door closed, and the silver outline vanished with a small 
pop. 

As eager as Alex was to head directly to Nezza, he knew from his previous 
adventures that he would need some supplies before he left. Instead of changing 
shape and flying back to the great arch, Alex started walking toward the village, 
his mind spinning with thoughts. 

Savage might be helpful—if he really was in Nezza, and if Alex could find 
him. Alex didn’t have time to waste searching for him; Skeld was in trouble. 
Alex figured he wouldn’t be noticed by the people of Nezza, at least not until he 
reached the city of Karmus. If he flew most of the way to Karmus as an eagle, he 
would only need to blend in once he reached the city. 

“I can find my own answers as I travel,” Alex said to himself, but he 
wondered how much trouble finding those answers might be. 

As Alex walked into the streets of Telous, he mentally made a list of the 
items he’d need for his adventure. He would have to buy food and maybe some 
more water bags. He’d also need some new clothes, including some good 
walking boots. 

His shopping trip went better—and faster—than Alex had expected. The 
shopkeepers were all keen on helping him, and he suspected it might have 
something to do with his recently becoming a true wizard. He purchased a large 
supply of food and several dozen water bags, and he even picked up a few items 
at the apothecary’s shop. 

While eating the midday meal at the Golden Swan, Alex considered his 
plans. He was worried that he didn’t know enough about Nezza or what was 
going on there, but he reminded himself that his biggest problem was finding 
and helping Skeld and his company of adventurers. 

It won't be as easy as you think, Alex’s sixth sense said in the back of his 
mind. 


Chapter Two 


The Road Is Closed 
~—— 


Alex paid for his meal and left the Golden Swan. He collected his supplies 
from the shopkeepers and made sure he wasn’t forgetting anything. His plan was 
to change into an eagle as soon as possible, then fly to the great arch. After 
passing through the arch, he would camp for the night, and then tomorrow he 
could take eagle form again and look for the eastern end of the hills that Mr. 
Clutter had told him about. If he could find Savage quickly, he would get as 
much information from him as he could before moving on; if not, he would have 
to find his own answers as he traveled. 

As he walked down the road, Alex’s thoughts returned to Skeld and the 
company of adventurers he was with. Skeld had said they were in the city of 
Karmus, and Alex wondered how long it would take for him to make his way 
there, and how much longer it would take to find the group after that. He’d 
studied the map of Nezza and knew that Karmus was a fair distance from the 
great arch. He couldn’t hope to reach the city quickly on foot, but he didn’t plan 
to walk. He would transform himself for most of the journey, and, if things went 
well, he would get there in a few days. 

Only change yourself at need and never for very long, Whalen’s voice 
echoed in Alex’s head. 

Whalen had given him good advice on the subject of changing his shape. 
The transformation was not difficult, but it could be dangerous. 

“You will find that you enjoy taking another shape,” Whalen had said. 
“There is great freedom in the shape of a bird, rest in the shape of a tree, strength 
in the shape of the bear. But be careful—the longer you remain in a shape that is 
not your own, the more you risk forgetting who and what you are. If you forget 
yourself, you may remain changed for the rest of your days.” 

Then there was the dragon form. On his last adventure, Alex had met 
Salinor, the oldest living dragon, who had told Alex he could change into a 
dragon at will without any risk of losing himself. Alex was in fact part dragon, 
and while taking the form of a dragon might allow him to reach Karmus faster, it 
was a Shape that terrified most people. It might be one of his natural forms, but 
Alex thought it best not to become a dragon unless he really needed to. 





After walking about a mile along the main road, Alex moved into a small 
grove of nearby trees. He looked to make sure he was alone before once more 
taking the shape of the eagle. He moved upward, soaring in the afternoon sun. 
He enjoyed this shape and had spent quite a bit of time in it. Now he focused his 
mind on the task at hand and sped off to the south, where the great arch waited. 

Long before he had grown tired of flying, Alex was circling downward. The 
arch was only a few hundred feet below him, and he could see the spring where 
he’d filled his water bags on other adventures. 

Landing and taking his own shape, Alex splashed some cold water from the 
spring on his face. It took a few seconds before the sense of freedom from being 
an eagle left him. 

Retrieving the empty water bags from his magic bag, Alex filled them at the 
spring. When he was done, he looked at up at the sun, trying to judge how much 
daylight was left. He had traveled from Telous to the arch in less than an hour, a 
trip that would have normally taken half a day. It was just after noon, and he 
thought he could walk through the arch and still have plenty of daylight left to 
find a camping spot for the night. 

Alex paused for a moment before walking toward the arch. He wondered if 
he should arm himself with his sword as he had done on his previous adventures. 
He knew there was trouble in Nezza; it would be foolish for him to walk into it 
unarmed. 

Best to be prepared, the voice of his dwarf friend Thrang echoed in the back 
of his mind. Never know what you might meet on the other side of the arch. 

It was good advice, but if the lords of Nezza didn’t like adventurers, then 
the less he looked like an adventurer, the better. If he carried his wizard’s staff, 
however, he might be able to pass as a simple traveler. After some more thought, 
he left his magical sword in the bag but withdrew the dagger that he’d had since 
his first adventure. 

Taking a final look around the spring, Alex started along the road. He was 
nervous about going into a new land alone, but he didn’t have a choice. He knew 
that if he had been in trouble and had sent a message to Skeld asking for help, 
Skeld would have come as quickly as he could. Alex also remembered a promise 
that he’d made on his last adventure—a promise to always help his friends when 
they needed him. 

“T just hope it’s nothing too serious,” Alex said to himself. 

Walking wasn’t as much fun as flying, but Alex focused on his 
surroundings, watching as he moved forward and looking for the change in 


landscape that would let him know he was in Nezza. The change between lands 
was barely noticeable, though as Alex passed beneath the great arch, he felt a 
small tingle of magical power pass through him. 

The ground ahead of him suddenly had a few gently sloping hills, and Alex 
climbed one so he could look west into the land of Nezza and still remain 
hidden. He looked at everything, especially at the road that led west. The land 
was green and covered with small groves of trees separated by open grassy 
areas. A short distance from the hill there was a camp that was full of what 
looked like soldiers. 

Clearly, the soldiers were there to stop anyone coming into or leaving 
Nezza, but what would they do with the people they caught? 

Alex didn’t want to deal with soldiers, at least not yet, so he moved down 
the hill to the south, away from the road. Without warning, Alex found himself 
lying flat on his back. It felt as if he had walked into a solid wall, his own 
momentum bouncing him backward into the dirt. 

Alex scrambled to his feet. He couldn’t see anything that looked out of 
place, but something was blocking his path. After a few careful steps forward, he 
encountered the invisible wall again. Reaching out, he put his right hand on the 
surface of the barrier; it felt both cold and damp. He pulled his hand away and 
looked at it, but it was clean and dry. Alex pushed against the barrier, and it 
seemed to stretch as if it were made of rubber. It was magic, of course. That 
would explain the surge of power he’d felt when he’d passed through the arch. 

Alex felt along the edges of the barrier with his magic and realized it wasn’t 
just a wall. It was more like a three-sided box, the walls forcing him toward the 
road and the back of the box blocking him from reaching the great arch. It 
appeared that he had no choice in the direction he would travel. 

Alex thought about using his magic to open a hole in the barrier, but he 
decided against it. Using magic might alert the soldiers guarding the road. 
Removing the barrier completely wasn’t an option either, because whoever had 
created it would know the moment the spell was broken. 

Alex wondered who could have created this barrier. There weren’t any 
wizards in Nezza as far as he knew, but that didn’t mean there weren’t other 
magical people. His first thoughts were about the Gezbeth, the group of magical 
people he and Whalen had talked about at the end of his last adventure. The 
Gezbeth had caused a lot of trouble in other known lands. They could have done 
this, but why? 

Someone with strong magic had created this barrier, but Alex didn’t know 


if the barrier was meant to keep people in Nezza or to keep outsiders away. It 
was Clear, however, that traveling in Nezza was going to be more dangerous and 
difficult than Alex had thought it would be. 

Alex moved back down the hill, pausing to work a little magic of his own 
when he reached the road. He wanted to avoid the soldiers ahead of him if he 
could, and a simple invisibility spell would solve his problem. He made his way 
forward, being careful not to make any noise as he went. The invisible walls 
were soon behind him, and he turned south, away from the main road. 

As the sun slipped below the horizon, Alex started looking for a spot to 
spend the night. After a little searching, he found a small hollow surrounded on 
three sides by trees, with the fourth side opening to the south. He collected wood 
for a fire but didn’t bother setting up his tent. The air was warm, and he guessed 
it was late spring or early summer here in Nezza. He was worried he had not 
moved far enough away from the arch and the camp of soldiers, but that couldn’t 
be helped. 

After cooking a small dinner, Alex wrapped a blanket around his shoulders 
and sat staring into the fire. He usually enjoyed sitting next to the fire on his 
adventures, but this one was different. He was alone, and he wished he had 
someone to talk to. Before, he and his companions had laughed and told stories 
around the campfire, but there were no stories to tell or hear tonight. Tonight, 
only his own troubled thoughts would keep him company. 

Alex was almost asleep when he heard the sound of horses moving in the 
darkness beyond the light of his fire. He thought about putting out the fire with a 
word, but that would be pointless. Whoever was out there already knew where 
he was. He closed his eyes and listened, trying to estimate how many people and 
horses there were. The horses stopped moving, and Alex could feel someone 
watching him. 

Could they be bandits, preparing to attack a lone traveler in these wild 
lands? Alex stood up and leaned on his staff. He gazed into the darkness. There 
was no sound for a long time, and then a voice called out, “Hello the camp. Are 
you friend or foe to Lord Bray?” 

“T am neither,” Alex called back. “I do not know Lord Bray, but I have no 
quarrel with him.” 

There was silence again, and then the voice called out, “Stand still and do 
not run. If you try to flee, we will regard you as an enemy.” 

Alex waited. Slowly, three horses approached, shadowy figures appearing 
at the edge of the firelight. They looked like the soldiers he had seen along the 


main road earlier that day. If their master, Lord Bray, was the one trying to block 
the road, they might be able to tell him all kinds of interesting things. 

“Warm yourselves,” said Alex in a kindly tone as the riders approached and 
stopped their horses. “You look as if you’ve ridden far.” 

“Far enough,” said a grim-faced man who was obviously in charge. “But 
we’ll not share your fire—not until we know where things stand.” 

“As you wish,” said Alex, taking his seat. He laid his staff across his knees 
and watched the three men. 

“You say you do not know Lord Bray, yet you travel his lands,” the grim- 
faced man said. 

“T travel many lands,” said Alex offhandedly. “I did not know that these 
wild lands had a master.” 

“Lord Bray rules the lands from the Silver River to the magic arch,” the 
man declared. 

“T’ve never seen a magic arch so well protected,” said Alex. 

“We guard our lands and keep the evils from other lands from entering 
ours,” said the man. 

“T did not know the land needed protection,” said Alex. 

“Then you know little of this land,” the man answered, looking surprised. 
“Much evil has already come into our lands from the outside—or at least that’s 
what we are told.” 

“Come, sit down and let us speak of this,” said Alex, waving his hand. 

All three men climbed off their horses and moved forward to sit by the 
small fire. They looked tired, as if they were about to fall asleep. 

Alex mumbled a few words, casting a spell to relax the men in front of him. 
The magic would not force the men to tell the truth, but it would make them 
comfortable enough that they would speak freely. 

“Tell me what evils you fear,” said Alex. “Tell me why so many men have 
been sent to watch the magic arch.” 

“Lord Bray has commanded us to watch the arch and stop any travelers 
who enter our land,” the man replied in a monotone voice, completely under 
Alex’s spell. “He tells us that there are dangers beyond the arch and that we must 
prevent those dangers from entering our lands. He says that all the wars of Nezza 
have been fought because of evil from beyond the arch.” 

“But you do not believe what he says?” Alex prompted. 

“There is enough evil in Nezza. We need not look outside this land to find 
what troubles us,” the man answered. “Bray is weak and only repeats what Lord 


Lazar of Karmus tells him.” 

“Tell me about Lazar of Karmus.” 

The man’s expression changed to one of contempt. “Lazar claims to be king 
of Nezza, but his claim is false, and the people know it. He is an evil man who 
only wants power and riches for himself. He has killed many people to gain his 
power, and some say he has even killed members of his own family to keep the 
power he has. With his nephew Prince Rallian missing, perhaps those stories are 
true.” 

“Bray does as Lazar commands?” Alex questioned. 

“Bray fears Lazar and does all that Lazar commands him to do. It is said 
that Lazar knows dark magic and has used it to control Bray and others. There 
are many stories told of Lazar and what he can do, though I have never seen him 
do more than bully those who serve him.” 

“Tell me about Prince Rallian,” said Alex. 

“He is, or was, a good man,” the soldier answered. Sadness replaced the 
contempt on his face. “Many of the noble houses of Nezza recognized his claim 
to the kingship, though he never made the claim himself. He has recently come 
of age, and if he was not missing, he would become the lord of Karmus, 
removing Lazar from power.” 

“The people would have accepted Rallian as their king,” Alex said, more to 
himself than to the soldier. 

“Most of the people would accept Rallian,” the man answered, sounding 
determined. “But he has vanished from this land, and Lazar remains in power.” 

“What reason has Lazar given for Rallian’s disappearance?” Alex 
questioned. 

“Lazar claims the prince has gone on a quest, but he won’t say anything 
more.” 

“Do many people believe that story?” 

“The servants of the prince have all vanished as well, so there is nobody to 
ask if the story is true.” 

“T see,” Alex said, filing the information away in his mind. “Now, tell me 
about travelers who come from outside Nezza. What does Bray command you to 
do with them?” 

“If they surrender themselves to us, we take them before Bray,” the man 
answered. “Then Bray sends them to Lazar. What Lazar does with them we do 
not know, but no travelers have ever returned from Karmus.” 

Alex pondered the soldier’s words, looking deep into the fire as he thought. 


Was Lazar a dark wizard trying to take control of Nezza? Was he simply an evil 
king who bullied people into doing what he wanted? What had really happened 
to Prince Rallian? Did any of this have anything to do with Skeld and his fellow 
adventurers? He was here to help Skeld and his company, not to change things in 
Nezza, but something in the back of his head told him he needed to know as 
much about this land and its people as he could. 

“Have you caught many travelers from outside of Nezza?” Alex asked. 

“A group of adventurers about a month ago,” the man answered. “They 
surrendered to our men and were taken.” 

“How long would it take them to reach Karmus after your men caught 
them?” Alex asked. He hoped that Skeld and his company had not been in 
Karmus for long. 

“Three, maybe four weeks to reach Karmus on foot. All prisoners must 
walk to Karmus—that is the order of Lord Lazar.” 

Alex considered this information. If it had taken three or four weeks for 
Skeld and his company to reach Karmus, then they couldn’t have been there 
long. What would Lazar do to them when they got there, and how soon would he 
do it? He forced his worries out of his mind and returned his attention to the men 
sitting around the fire. 

“Have other people from Nezza gone missing?” Alex questioned. “People 
that Lazar might fear, for whatever reason?” 

The soldier nodded. “The young lords of the inner kingdoms. They were 
close to Rallian—one was his cousin. We know they went on a quest of their 
own, as a group, but what that quests was, we do not know. Some say they 
traveled north, following the path of the last king. If Lazar has done something 
to them, we know nothing about it.” 

“Sleep,” said Alex softly. “Sleep and forget all that you have seen and 
spoken.” 

Alex watched as the three men closed their eyes and fell into a deep, 
enchanted sleep. He knew they would wake up when the sun rose and would not 
remember anything from this night. 

Alex needed to move fast. If Lazar was in fact a dark wizard, there was no 
way of knowing what he might do to Skeld and the rest of his company. And if 
Lazar was a dark wizard, Alex’s duty as a true wizard demanded that he face him 
and try to break his power. While Alex wasn’t afraid to face a dark wizard, there 
were dangers that he would need to consider. 

Alex unsaddled all three horses and then pulled his own saddle from his 


magic bag and placed it on the strongest horse. He tied the other two horses to a 
nearby tree. He would ride west, staying south of the main road into Nezza. If he 
was lucky, he would find the retired adventurer Mr. Clutter had told him about 
and learn more about what was happening in Nezza from him. 

Alex mounted his borrowed horse and spoke a few soft words of 
encouragement to the animal before turning south and trotting into the darkness. 
Once he determined that he was far enough away from the arch that he would 
not meet any more soldiers, he turned east and urged the horse into a gallop. 

As the eastern sky began to lighten, Alex could see the dark shapes of hills 
in front of him. He had paused to scan the land ahead of him, making sure that 
there were no soldiers he needed to avoid, when he felt something out of place. 
It felt like someone or something was watching him. He looked back along the 
path he had followed but saw nothing. He moved forward, his senses alert and 
his magic ready, just in case. 

The sun was just up when Alex stopped his borrowed horse at the edge of a 
clearing. A fine-looking house stood on the south side of the clearing with a barn 
and a chicken coop close by. Alex hoped this was the house of the retired 
adventurer, Joe Savage, and not just some lonely farm. Dismounting, he 
removed his saddle from the horse and rubbed its forehead gently. 

“Return to your master,” Alex said softly, patting the horse’s neck. “My 
thanks to you for making a long journey short.” 

The horse whinnied, then turned and walked back to the east. 

Alex yawned. He’d been awake for a long time, and a few hours of sleep 
would be helpful. He looked at the house for a long time. Once again he felt like 
he was being watched, and once again he was unable to find a reason for the 
feeling. He grew more and more uneasy. There were no lights to be seen and no 
smoke from the chimney. There were no animals in the barn or the coop. The 
front door of the house hung at a strange angle, as if it had been knocked in with 
a great deal of force. 

Something bad had happened here, Alex was sure of it. A chill ran through 
him that had nothing to do with the temperature. 


Chapter Three 
The Hermit 
— 


Alex stood in the shadow of a large tree, watching the farm for several 
minutes. Nothing moved. He guessed that whoever had lived here had either 
been taken away or had run away when the trouble came. Whatever had 
happened, it looked like Alex’s one hope for learning more about Nezza was 
gone. 

After several more minutes of watching and seeing nothing, he decided to 
take a closer look. He might find something that could help him, but Alex’s 
hopes weren’t high. 

Carefully Alex moved forward, looking at the ground and watching for 
tracks that had been left behind. He’d learned something about tracking on his 
previous adventures, and what he saw now troubled him. It looked like a dozen 
horses, possibly more, had visited the house. The tracks were at least a week old, 
but the story they told was clear. Soldiers had come, stayed for a short time, and 
then left. 

“Tt looks like they took everything they could carry with them,” Alex 
mumbled as he moved toward the house. 

A dirty boot print on the broken door meant that the soldiers had not come 
peacefully. They were looking for someone or something and hadn’t waited for 
the door to be opened. That was bad. Alex knew that no adventurer would go 
quietly if soldiers turned up and kicked in the door. There would be a fight, even 
if it was a short one. 

Pausing outside the door, Alex sniffed the air, but all he could smell was 
dust and old wood. Carefully he pushed the door out of his way and stepped into 
the house. There wasn’t much to see. Chairs had been knocked over and left on 
the floor, and a fine layer of dust covered everything. 

Moving farther into the house Alex froze in his tracks and raised his staff. 
He’d thought for a moment he’d seen someone else in the house, but when his 
eyes adjusted to the dim light, he realized it was just his reflection. A huge 
mirror, the bottom of which had been shattered, covered the wall to his left. 
Taking a deep breath, he moved forward. 

There were no signs of a fight. It looked, at least to Alex, like nobody had 


been home when the soldiers broke in. Perhaps Joe the adventurer had been 
away at the time. If so, Alex might still be able to find him, except he didn’t 
have any idea where to look. 

He finished his inspection of the house and started back toward the front 
door. As his eyes came to rest on a large cast-iron frying pan hanging on the wall 
next to the fireplace, he stopped. The pan normally wouldn’t have interested 
him, but there was a strange design in the shape of a flower carved on the back. 
Alex had seen that flower before. 

“The order of Malgor, here?” Alex reached out and touched the design with 
his right hand, allowing a bit of his own magic to enter the iron. The flower 
design glowed white at his touch, and then started to move randomly on the 
pan’s surface. It only took a few seconds for the moving lines to reform, and 
Alex immediately recognized the new designs for what they were. 

The letters were elvin, but the words didn’t make any sense. Alex stared at 
the pan for a few minutes, and then he realized that the letters were written 
backward. There was a message here, but it had to be read in a mirror. 

Taking the pan from the wall, Alex returned to the first room he’d entered. 
He held up the pan to the broken mirror. The elvin letters seemed to double in 
number and grow smaller at the same time. Not sure how long the message 
would last, Alex read and tried to memorize it as fast as he could. 


If you’ve found this message, then trouble has come. Behind the massive 
oak at the southwest corner of the yard there is a trail. Follow it to the 
meadow with three massive stones at the center. Wait there. 


Savage 


The message was clear enough, but Alex wondered why had it been so 
carefully hidden. Perhaps Savage had been expecting trouble and had created 
this message before the soldiers arrived. The design on the pan was clearly for 
the order of Malgor, and if Savage was working for them, then the message had 
to be for them. Members of the order might come looking for Savage if they 
didn’t hear from him for a long time. Anyone from the order would recognize 
the symbol, just as Alex had. They would also know how to read the message 
and where to look for Savage. 

Alex made sure that the message returned to its original design and then left 
the frying pan on the wall. He knew where to look for Savage now, or at least 


where to go so that Savage could find him. He left the house and crossed the 
farmyard, being careful not to leave any tracks, and made his way to the trail 
behind the oak tree. It wasn’t much of a trail, at least not at first, but Alex 
managed to follow it into the hills. 

It was almost midday before Alex found the clearing with three massive 
stones. He was hungry and tired, and he really wanted to find a safe spot to 
sleep. He needed to talk to Savage, however, so instead of looking for a place to 
hide and sleep, he sat down next to the stones. Alex took an apple and some 
cheese out of his magic bag for a quick meal, and then he used his magic to let 
his body rest. His mind was alert for any sound and his eyes remained open, but 
he rested just the same. 

A few hours later, Alex heard a sound that was out of place; even if he 
couldn’t see anything, he knew someone was close. His muscles tensed. Slowly, 
as if waking from a nap, Alex got to his feet and stretched. Turning in a circle, he 
worked the stiffness out of his muscles, and his eyes came to rest on a shadow 
that didn’t look quite right. 

“Better trained than most,” a slow, deep voice commented as the shadow 
moved. “Other agents I’ve worked with wouldn’t have noticed me at all.” 

The man who emerged from the trees was at least a head taller than Alex. 
His clothes were old and tattered, his face was dirty, and his dark, graying hair 
was cut short and stuck out at strange angles from his head. This had to be the 
retired adventurer Joe Savage. 

Savage moved into the clearing and stopped to take a good look at Alex. 
“You’re not from Nezza, that’s clear enough. Didn’t the order tell you anything 
about traveling in this land?” 

“Tm not—” Alex started. 

“Not that the order pays any attention to what I say. I’ve been telling them 
for the past six months about the troubles here, and you’re the first sign I’ve had 
that anyone is reading my reports at all. I’m actually surprised you got here so 
fast. I guess my last report about soldiers invading my house got someone’s 
attention.” 

“Tt might have,” said Alex. “But I—” 

“Still, I would think they’d have told you not to dress like that,” Savage 
continued as though Alex hadn’t spoken. “You stand out like a diamond on a pile 
of sand. Did they tell you anything about what’s going on here? Did they let you 
read any of my reports? How you’ve managed to get this far into Nezza is what 
Pd like to know. Soldiers prowling the roads and stopping everyone they see. 


Yet you walk in looking like the prince of the paupers and find your way to my 
door.” 

“T’m not from the order,” said Alex before Savage could go on. 

“Not from the order?” 

“If you mean the order of Malgor, I wasn’t sent by them.” 

“Of course I mean the order of Malgor, what else would I mean? If you 
weren’t sent by them, how did you find me? Who sent you? How did you even 
know I was in Nezza?” 

Savage looked nervous. Clearly he’d been expecting someone else, and he 
wasn’t sure what to make of Alex. His body had shifted from relaxed to a ready- 
for-action stance. 

“A mutual friend told me you were here,” said Alex. “He also told me that 
you prefer to go by the name of Joe.” 

“Joe,” Savage repeated in a thoughtful tone. He paused for a moment, and 
then went on. “Has to be Clutter you’re talking about.” 

Alex nodded. 

“That old so-and-so,” said Savage. “If I’ve told him once I’ve told him a 
dozen times. I am not interested in going on any new adventures. Just because 
he’s sent you here to get me doesn’t change that.” 

“That’s not—” Alex started but was cut off again. 

“T don’t care what the adventure is, do you hear me?” said Savage. “I don’t 
care who’s in trouble, or what reward has been offered to get them out of trouble. 
You can tell Clutter that I’m not interested, do you hear me?” 

“Yes, [—” 

“Right, so you can just turn around and get yourself out of Nezza as fast as 
you can,” Savage continued. “Not a safe place these days, as you might have 
gathered on your journey here.” 

“I am Alexander Taylor, adventurer and—” Alex started once more. 

“T don’t want to know who you are,” said Savage. “I can see you’re an 
adventurer plainly enough—that magic bag stands out like a sore thumb. 
Whatever else you might be doesn’t matter to me. Take my advice and get out of 
Nezza.” 

“and wizard,” Alex finished. “I’m not here to get you to join a new 
adventure. I’m not here to get you to do anything at all.” 

“Then why are you here?” 

“T’m here to ask for your help,” said Alex. 

“So you are here to get me to do something,” said Savage with a slight 


laugh. 

“Well, yes, that’s true,” said Alex. “I need your help. I need to know 
anything and everything about Nezza you can tell me.” 

“Why?” Savage asked. 

“Why? Why what?” 

“Why do you need to know what’s going on in Nezza?” Savage asked. 
“Why are you here at all?” 

“T can explain—” Alex started. 

“Not here,” Savage interrupted. 

“Ts there danger?” Alex looked around, his hand tightening around his 
wizard’s staff. 

“We’re standing in the middle of an open meadow,” said Savage. “You 
already know that there are soldiers all over the place, watching the roads and 
stopping everyone they see. They may not have found this meadow yet, but that 
doesn’t mean they won’t find it soon. We should move someplace where we can 
talk without worrying about being interrupted.” 

Without another word Savage started back toward the trees. Alex followed, 
unsure if he was making the right decision. Savage seemed to have a lot to say, 
at least on some subjects, but he hadn’t said anything useful yet. 

Savage led Alex deeper into the hills. He didn’t seem to be following a 
path, or at least Alex couldn’t see anything that looked like a path as he hurried 
to keep up. The sun was going down before Savage finally stopped. He looked 
around quickly and then dropped to his knees and started crawling under a 
tangled tree. Not sure what Savage was doing or where he was going, Alex 
followed. 

After a few minutes of crawling, Alex found himself in an open space. The 
tree he’d crawled under was behind him, and massive stones formed three walls 
in front of him. Savage was already sitting against the back stone wall, his eyes 
resting on Alex. 

“So, explain,” said Savage. 

Alex looked around the enclosed space. “An easy spot to get trapped in,” he 
said to Savage. 

“Not as easy as you might think,” Savage replied. “You’ll notice the stone 
I’m leaning against, here at the back, is a bit smaller than the others. If a quick 
escape is needed, we can easily climb over it. So, explain why you are here, and 
what you need to know.” 

“Right,” said Alex, sitting down and leaning against one of the stones. “I 


am here because a friend of mine sent for me, asking for my help.” 

“An adventurer friend, no doubt,” said Savage. 

“Yes, he is an adventurer,” Alex answered. “He and a company of 
adventurers came to Nezza a few weeks ago. They have been taken prisoner and 
are either in Karmus or on their way there. I’ve come to rescue them.” 

“And get them all out of Nezza, I hope,” Savage said. 

“T don’t know about that,” said Alex. “I don’t know what their quest is. If it 
is something simple, then perhaps I can help them finish it quickly before we 
leave Nezza.” 

“Just get them out,” said Savage. “Things have gone from bad to worse 
here. Better to abandon the adventure and live than to stay here and die.” 

“You might be right,” said Alex. “But until I find them and free them, I 
need to blend in, if you know what I mean.” 

“Oh, I know what you mean. You’ll need to dirty up a bit if you want to 
blend in with the people of Nezza,” said Savage. 

“Dirty up?” 

“There are only three kinds of people in this land,” said Savage with a sigh. 
“Lords, who dress far more richly than you ever could and who never go 
anywhere without at least a dozen soldiers around them. Then there are the 
soldiers, who are always in uniform and always in groups of three or four.” 

“And the last group?” 

“Peasants,” said Savage. “The common people, who are all poor and worn 
out. Your clothes are too new, your boots are too shiny, and you don’t look worn 
down by years of struggling just to get enough to eat.” 

“I do have some older clothes that I can wear,” Alex said. “And some old 
boots as well.” 

“Nothing with too much color in it,” said Savage. “Most of the common 
people here wear gray or brown clothes. Only the lords can afford to wear 
clothes with bright colors in them.” 

“I understand,” said Alex. 

“Also, keep your head bowed as much as you can,” said Savage. 
“Remember, peasants are the bottom of the heap here. They don’t ask questions. 
They don’t stand up to soldiers or look them in the face. Peasants do what 
they’re told and only speak when spoken to.” 

“Not a pleasant life,” Alex said in a thoughtful tone. 

“No, it’s not,” Savage agreed. “It’s not so bad in some of the kingdoms 
where the lords aren’t so greedy and hungry for power. I think Karmus is 


probably the worst place in all of Nezza, and Lazar is the worst lord in this 
land.” 

“T’ve heard something of Lazar,” said Alex. 

“Nothing good, I’m sure,” said Savage. 

“No, nothing good. I did manage to talk with a few soldiers when I first 
arrived here—and don’t worry, they don’t remember talking to me,” Alex added 
quickly after seeing the concern on Savage’s face. “They seemed to think that 
Lazar might have magic of his own.” 

“Lazar—magic?” Savage laughed. “I’d bet my boots have more magic in 
them than Lazar has. He’s nothing but a greedy bully.” Savage paused. “But 
there is the old man...” 

“What old man?” 

“Magnus,” said Savage. “Not sure what name you wizardly types would 
give him—enchanter, magician, dark wizard, whatever. I’ve never seen him do 
anything really impressive, but he’s got his own magic, I’m sure of that.” 

“More than you might guess,” said Alex. 

“How’s that?” Savage questioned. 

“Unless there are other magical people in this land, I suspect Magnus has 
worked some fairly impressive magic at the great arch.” 

“Not many magical people in Nezza at all,” said Savage. “Magic is feared 
by almost everyone in this land, and all the old stories say that wizards are evil. 
Pd have to agree that Magnus is the source of any magic you’ve run into. What 
has he done?” 

“There’s an invisible barrier in front of the great arch,” said Alex. “It forces 
anyone entering this land to follow the main road, where the soldiers of Lord 
Bray are waiting.” 

“If this magic helps Bray, then it helps Lazar as well,” said Savage. “How 
did you manage to get around the barrier?” 

“T didn’t,” said Alex. “I did, however, use my own magic so that the 
soldiers couldn’t see me. It was after I’d slipped away from the main road that I 
managed to talk to a few of Bray’s soldiers and get what little information I 
could.” 

“Little enough, I’m sure,” said Savage. “Soldiers may know something of 
their lord and his business, and maybe something of what’s going on in the land 
as well, but mostly they think about where their next meal is coming from and if 
they’ll be sleeping in the rain or not.” 

“The soldiers did mention a prince named Rallian,” said Alex, fishing for 


more information. 

“A common enough subject these days,” said Savage. “He is, or rather he 
should have been, the lord of Karmus. He was just coming of age, and all at once 
he goes missing. No doubt his dear uncle Lazar has something to do with his 
sudden disappearance.” 

“Do you think the prince is dead?” Alex asked. “The soldiers I spoke to 
said they had been told he was on a quest.” 

“Hard to say,” Savage answered in a slow, thoughtful tone. “I think Lazar 
would be happy to get rid of any threat to his power, but. . .” 

“But?” 

“Rallian is from the line of the true king,” said Savage. “Killing people 
doesn’t bother Lazar, but killing a real prince is different. There are stories about 
what happens when royal blood is spilled. I?m sure Lazar would think twice 
before taking any chances.” 

“T suppose he would,” said Alex. “I only asked because I was curious. The 
soldier I spoke with seemed sad that Rallian was gone, and that seemed odd to 
me.” 

“Not so odd,” Savage replied. “The people of Nezza have been looking for 
a true king for a long time. They don’t talk about it much, but everyone seems to 
remember the good old days when there was one king in Nezza. Rallian was 
believed to be the best chance for the land to have one true king again, and now 
that he’s gone missing. . .” 

“The hopes of the people begin to fade,” Alex finished for him. 

“Yes,” said Savage. “I suspect the hope will return when another prince is 
found, but who knows when that will be?” 

“That might be a long time,” said Alex. “I understand that seven young 
lords have also vanished.” 

“Not exactly,” said Savage. “They haven’t been seen for some time, but 
nobody is really looking for them. If you ask me, the lords of the inner kingdoms 
know where their kinsmen are, and they don’t want to talk about it.” 

“You’ve been a great help to me,” said Alex. “I think, with a change of 
clothes, I can do what I came here to do.” 

“Perhaps, if rescuing your friend and his company is all you want to do. I 
saw the look in your eye when I told you about Magnus,” said Savage. “I know 
enough about wizards to know that you have some code or rule of wizardry that 
says you have to make him answer for any evil he has done with his magic. Is 
that not true?” 
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“There are rules, but I don’t have to go looking for trouble,” said Alex, 
avoiding the question. 

“When it comes to Magnus, you may not go looking for trouble, but I think 
you’ll find it just the same,” Savage said. 

“What do you mean?” Alex asked. 

“Since I’ve been in Nezza, I’ve taken the time to listen to the old stories and 
find out a bit of the history of the land. I’ve learned some interesting things 
about Magnus.” 

“What have you learned?” 

“Magnus is just the name he uses now,” said Savage. “Twenty years ago, he 
was called Simeon, and he had another name before that. I can’t prove it, but I 
think Magnus has been here in Nezza for at least two hundred years—maybe 
longer.” 

“So what is he doing here?” Alex asked. “Why would he stay in Nezza for 
so long?” 

“T can’t say why, but I know what he’s been doing. He’s been stirring up old 
hatreds between the lords and keeping the kingdoms of Nezza from working 
together,” said Savage. “The stories about Simeon all talk about how war and 
trouble followed him. He used to travel the land, never staying in one place for 
long. Wherever he went, something bad followed. Sometimes it was war, 
sometimes the crops failed, sometimes there would be a drought or a flood.” 

“So what has changed since he became Magnus?” Alex questioned. 

“Ah, that is the question,” said Savage. “He’s stopped traveling around 
Nezza—or at least nobody’s seen him travel. He keeps himself close to Karmus, 
and he pretends to serve Lazar.” 

“Pretends to serve?” 

“Lazar is a bully and a fool. I think it likely that Lazar serves Magnus, and 
not the other way around.” 

“But why?” said Alex. 

“T can’t say,” Savage answered. “You know how you can look at some 
people and just sort of know what they are like? Well, I know that Magnus is no 
good.” 

“It sounds like he’s the cause of the trouble here in Nezza,” Alex 
commented. 

“Let me give you some advice about dealing with Magnus: he is a planner. 
What I mean is that if you face him, for whatever reason, he will have at least 
three plans.” 


“Three plans?” Alex asked. 

“One to defeat you,” Savage continued. “A second one for his own escape, 
and a third one that you never thought about.” 

“That will make it hard for me to defeat the third plan,” said Alex with a 
slight smile. 

“Laugh if you will, but I’m serious,” said Savage. “I know enough about 
Magnus to know he probably already has a plan to avoid running into any wizard 
who might come to Nezza, and a second plan to deal with them if he does meet 
them.” 

“T’m sure you’re right,” said Alex. “But the fact remains, I don’t have to go 
looking for trouble, so I might not have to worry about his plans at all.” 

“Worry about them anyway,” Savage warned. “He might have a plan to use 
you in some way and turn your sudden appearance here to his advantage.” 

“You have a devious mind,” said Alex. “But no one knows I’m in Nezza 
except for you and Mr. Clutter, so I can’t see how Magnus could plan to use 
me.” 

“Just because you can’t see it doesn’t mean it won’t happen.” 

“TIl keep that in mind,” said Alex. 

“Good. Now, I don’t suppose you have anything worth eating in that magic 
bag of yours? My own bag isn’t as well stocked as I would like, and with the 
current situation in Nezza, it might be some time before I can restock it,” said 
Savage. 

“Pm sure I have plenty for the two of us to eat,” Alex said with a laugh. 
“And I can probably help restock your bag as well.” 

Alex conjured up a fire to cook on and started taking things out of his 
magic bag. Savage actually did the cooking, and Alex was glad that he did. 
Savage was an excellent cook, and they were soon eating and talking about the 
different small kingdoms of Nezza. 

They had just finished their meal when Savage suddenly stopped talking 
and held up his hand. Alex remained quiet as well. With a wave of his hand, 
Alex put out the fire. He listened to the darkness that had fallen around them. He 
could hear something moving on the hillside. It sounded like something big, and 
it wasn’t worried about making noise. 


Chapter Four 
Stoics 
~—— 


Alex and Savage crawled back under the low hanging tree, stopping at the 
edge of its shadow to look down the hillside. The sound of something moving 
was growing louder; it was getting closer to them. The moon had just risen, and 
its light cast long shadows between the trees. Alex and Savage waited in silence, 
and then Savage pointed at something in the darkness. 

Alex had seen the movement as well, but he couldn’t make out what it was. 
The creature continued forward until it was only twenty yards away from Alex 
and Savage’s hiding spot, and then it stopped. The night grew silent, and time 
seemed to stand still. 

“What is it?” Savage whispered. 

“No idea,” Alex whispered back. 

For several minutes nothing happened. Alex was trying to figure out what 
the creature was, but it was impossible to guess in the darkness. The creature 
remained silent, as still as stone. After what seemed like a long time, Savage 
spoke once more. 

“Do something.” 

“Like what?” Alex questioned. 

“You’re the wizard. Do something, you know, magical,” said Savage, 
holding up his hands and wiggling his fingers. 

Alex rolled his eyes at Savage and then turned to look at the creature in the 
darkness. He didn’t like the idea of facing an unknown creature. It might be 
something friendly; it might not even know that he and Savage were hidden 
under the tree. Unfortunately, Alex didn’t think this creature was friendly, and he 
was sure it knew exactly where he and Savage were. 

After a few more minutes went by, Alex crawled out from under the tree 
branches and got to his feet. Lifting his staff, he caused the end of it to ignite 
with a brilliant white light. 

“I am Alexander Taylor, wizard and friend of the council of wizards. What 
is your business here?” 

There was no reply. The creature stood still for a moment, and then it 
seemed to bend forward slightly, like it was bowing. Alex tried to get a better 





look at it in the light of his staff, but his light did more to show him to the 
creature than it did to show the creature to him. 

The creature suddenly moved, charging forward at Alex. 

Jumping to his left, Alex caught his foot on a dead branch and half 
stumbled, half rolled out of the way. He was back on his feet as an ear-splitting 
crack filled the air. It was the sound of stone striking stone, and it sounded as if 
at least one of the stones had broken. 

Alex looked over at Savage. He had managed to get out of the way as well, 
though he appeared to be tangled in a nearby bush. Not waiting for the creature 
to make another charge, Alex sent a ball of flame crashing into it. The fireball 
exploded on impact, filling the narrow rocky space with light. 

His fireball didn’t harm the creature, at least not as far as Alex could see, 
but the light was useful. The creature appeared to be made of stone that had been 
carefully carved into the figure of a giant man. 

The creature bowed again, and Alex knew it was about to charge. He cast a 
binding spell to hold the creature in place and was stunned when he felt his 
magic slide off the stone creature like water. He changed his magic to a tangling 
spell, hoping to keep his attacker in the narrow space between the giant stones 
and to give himself time to think. 

His tangling spell had taken the form of a mass of heavy vines wrapping 
around the creature’s body and pulling it back into the gap. The spell was 
working, but only just. The creature was incredibly strong, and Alex had to add 
more power to his spell to keep the monster from breaking free. 

As strong as the earth, a voice said in the back of Alex’s mind. 

The voice was Alex’s O’Gash, what most people would call his wizard’s 
sixth sense. He had heard the voice many times in the past, and it had always 
helped him when he needed it most. 

“Oh,” Alex said out loud, suddenly realizing what the creature was. 

It was an earthen stoic, a creature summoned by magic and given a human 
form. Stoics were hard to create, even for a wizard, and harder to destroy. The 
creature wouldn’t get tired, it couldn’t be reasoned with, and it had only one task 
to complete before it would be free. Alex knew he had to force the stoic out of 
the shape it had been given in order to destroy it, but how? As he desperately 
tried to find an answer, his O’Gash spoke once more. 

Heat can crack the hardest stone; water can wear it down. If heat and 
water work together, what will happen? said the voice. 

“Heat and water,” Alex said out loud. He began searching for a stream or a 


well that he could use against the earthen stoic. 

There wasn’t a stream on the hillside, but there was a great deal of water 
just the same. Pouring more magic into his tangling spell, Alex added another 
spell as well. He poured dragon fire into the narrow gap between the rocks; the 
deadly, almost liquid fire was one of a dragon’s most deadly weapons. The stoic 
vanished in the flames, but Alex knew that it wasn’t dead yet. 

“Do you think making it hotter is a good idea?” Savage asked from behind 
Alex. 

There wasn’t time to explain what he was about to do, so his answer was a 
short one. “Find some cover.” 

Sending his magic out in every direction, Alex worked as fast as he could. 
Trees creaked and groaned as his magic touched them, and the plants at his feet 
withered and crumbled to dust. When he thought his magic had gathered enough 
water, Alex pushed his magic into the body of the stoic. His mouth went dry as 
he let the magic go, diving to the ground and throwing his arms over his head for 
protection. 

The night was silent for a moment, and then a whistling hiss filled the air. 
The sound of escaping steam lasted only a second before an explosion ripped the 
silent night apart. The ground shook under Alex, and he could hear bits of stone 
flying through the air. After a few seconds, he looked up. The dragon fire had 
gone out, and the narrow gap between stones where his enemy had been was 
empty. 

Alex got to his feet and leaned on his staff, trying to draw in enough air to 
fill his lungs. He felt like he’d run for miles, and his dry throat made every 
breath painful. 

Savage walked up beside him, holding out a water bag. “I’m glad you said 
to take cover, but the noise will let everything for miles around know where we 
are.” 

“You think there are more creatures like this one out there?” Alex asked 
after taking a long drink. 

“T don’t even know what this one was,” Savage answered. 

“A stoic,” said Alex. 

“Not easy to create something like that Pd guess,” said Savage in a 
thoughtful tone. “It’d take some time and know-how to do something like that.” 

“Weeks, maybe months, of work and planning,” said Alex, nodding. 
“Why?” 

“T’m just wondering why it showed up here—tonight,” said Savage. 


“I don’t understand,” said Alex. 

“Was this creature sent here to destroy you—or me?” 

“A good question,” said Alex, taking another long drink. “I don’t think we 
should stay here to find the answer though. Is there a stream or a pond close 
by?” 

“There’s a stream about two miles southwest of here. Why?” Savage asked. 

“Because I don’t think I can work that same magic twice in one night,” said 
Alex. “Pd like to have some water close by, in case another earthen stoic shows 
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up. 

Savage nodded and started walking. Alex followed close behind, not 
wanting to get lost in the darkness. His legs felt weak, and he knew it was 
because of the magic he had used. Magic had a price after all, but Alex thought 
that weak legs and being dead tired were a small price to pay for escaping the 
stoic. 

They walked for almost a mile before Alex had to stop. The magic he’d 
used to destroy the stoic had taken more out of him than he’d thought, and all he 
wanted to do was to rest. 

“Wait,” said Alex, reaching out to touch Savage’s shoulder. “I need a few 
minutes to catch my breath.” 

“This isn’t the best spot to be sitting and resting,” said Savage. 

Alex looked at the hillside they were standing on. There were no trees and 
only a few small bushes. He suddenly felt very exposed. 

“We should find better cover. But I’d like to rest and perhaps talk for a few 
minutes before going on,” said Alex. 

Savage nodded and headed down the hill. Alex followed slowly, each step a 
little harder to take than the last. He paused after only going about fifty yards, 
focusing his mind and using the elf magic he had learned to help him rest. Alex’s 
body relaxed, his muscles loosened, and he continued on more quickly. The elf 
magic would let his mind and body rest, almost like he was sleeping, but he 
could continue to move and talk just the same. 

It wasn’t long before Savage stopped and sat down on a fallen log. They 
were surrounded by pine trees, and Alex found a comfortable spot at the roots of 
one of them. He leaned back against the tree and closed his eyes. 

“What did you want to talk about?” Savage questioned. 

“The order of Malgor,” said Alex. “I want to know why you were surprised 
when you thought they had sent me here.” 

“Let’s just say the order isn’t what it used to be,” Savage answered. 


“They aren’t able to get things done the way they used to?” 

“T’m not sure they get anything done at all these days.” 

“Why do you think that is?” Alex asked. 

“T don’t have to think—I know,” Savage answered in a fierce tone. “There 
are too many lazy people in the order, making decisions about what is and isn’t 
important. Not enough information is getting to the top levels of the order 
anymore. Nobody checks up on things because it’s easier to say there isn’t a 
problem than it is to find out what the problem really is.” 

“Don’t you send your reports to a central location?” 

“T used to, but they changed things a few years back, just after I started 
working for them,” said Savage. “There were rumors that someone with evil 
intentions was interfering with the order, maybe even trying to kill the leaders of 
the order, so the order became more secretive.” 

“I can understand the concern,” said Alex. “I’m sure the order has made a 
lot of enemies over the years.” 

“Not as many as you might think,” said Savage. “The order has never 
played favorites, so today’s enemy might be tomorrow’s friend, if you follow 
me.” 

“Yes, I understand. The order passes information to the people who need it, 
even if those same people have been a problem in the past.” 

“Exactly, so I don’t see the reason for their fear,” Savage continued. 
“Whatever their reasons, all the reports have to pass through levels. At each 
level, a person or a group of people decides what is important enough to pass on 
and what isn’t.” 

“That’s the problem?” Alex asked. 

“No, the problem is that I don’t know who’s reading my reports and what 
they are passing on,” said Savage. “If I say that it looks like all of Nezza may 
soon be at war, someone higher up might decide that Nezza has been at war for 
years. They might think that war in Nezza is normal, but they’ve never been here 
and they don’t know what it’s really like. But they pass on the message that 
everything is normal in Nezza, and nobody higher up knows that there is a 
problem.” 

“Yes, I see,” said Alex. “But couldn’t you send a message to someone 
higher up and tell them what’s going on?” 

“That’s where the new security becomes a problem,” said Savage. “I don’t 
know anyone higher up than my contact.” 

“What?” Alex asked in disbelief. 


Savage shrugged. “Oh, I know a few other agents, but looking at it as a 
sensible man, I have to wonder if I’m even working for the order of Malgor. I 
have no way of knowing for certain. I know my contact has a pendant with the 
symbol of the order on it, but that’s all. I have to trust that I’m working for the 
order and hope that I’m doing some good.” 

“I’m sure you are,” said Alex. “I wish there was something I could do to 
help the situation.” 

“Maybe you can.” 

“How?” 

“Talk to your wizard friends,” said Savage. “I’m sure some of them must 
know members of the order, members who are higher up in the chain of 
command than I am. Maybe they can point out the current problems and get 
things changed.” 

“PI do what I can,” said Alex. 

After a few more minutes, they continued on. The campsite Savage had 
mentioned would be a good place for a longer rest, and Alex was still a little 
worried that another earthen stoic might turn up. Having a larger source of water 
nearby would be useful if one did, but he’d used a lot of magic already today. 
There were limits to every wizard’s powers. 

When they came to the campsite, Alex liked it at once. The mountain 
stream fell noisily over a nine- or ten-foot waterfall, filling a deep, wide pool 
before continuing down the hillside. Alex walked to the stream’s edge and stuck 
his head into the falling water. Shaking the water out of his eyes, he turned back 
to look at Savage. The cold water had refreshed him, but the look on Savage’s 
face turned his bones cold. 

Turning back to the stream, Alex saw a creature in the shape of a man 
standing in the center of the pool, seemingly floating on top of the water. The 
moonlight reflected off the water stoic’s body. Its skin seemed to flow like a 
fountain in the middle of the stream. 

Alex didn’t need his O’Gash to tell him how to deal with this stoic; the 
answer was obvious. He could turn the stoic into ice and shatter it with a blast of 
lightning. He lifted his staff and spread his feet, then sent a freezing spell into the 
creature’s liquid body. Ice formed over the surface of the monster, but before 
Alex could work any other magic, the ice seemed to melt and fall away. The 
fluid nature of the stoic’s body was drawing warmer water up from the stream, 
and the ice Alex had created was only on the outer surface of the creature. 

Knowing that his magic was almost used up, Alex reached out for the 


power of the dragon, a power that had saved him more than once in the past. He 
knew his dragon powers would restore his magic and make him stronger, but 
when he reached for it, he found nothing. The power of the dragon simply 
wasn’t there. Nothing answered his call. 

Panic filled Alex’s mind and heart. The power of the dragon had never 
failed him before. It was always there; it was part of him. He turned, looking for 
Savage. He wanted to yell for him to run, but Savage was gone. 

Before Alex could start running, a stream of water hit him like a fire hose, 
sending him tumbling across the ground. He tried to get back on his feet but 
slipped on the wet ground and fell into a muddy puddle. 

A second blast of water rolled him out of the puddle and across the ground. 
Alex managed to get to his knees and look at the stoic. He knew he couldn’t stop 
this creature with the little magic he had left. He gritted his teeth and staggered 
to his feet. If he was going to die, he would die standing, and he would put up as 
much of a fight as he could. Maybe he could slow the stoic down, giving Savage 
more time to escape—maybe. 

Alex took a step forward, lifting his staff. There was no way out of this 
fight. He didn’t have any hope of winning, but he would fight just the same. He 
took a second step, and the stoic lifted one of its arms, preparing to hit him with 
another blast of water. Alex started to take a third step but froze in place as the 
power of the dragon flooded into him. He let loose the magic without thinking, 
knowing what he wanted it to do. Snow and mist filled the air as he took another 
step forward. His clothes were stiff with frost, and Alex was surprised by how 
powerful his spell had been. 

The water stoic was a blue-and-silver statue at the center of the frozen 
stream. There was no sound of falling water; the waterfall had turned into a solid 
wall of ice. The power of the dragon filled his mind, and Alex lifted his staff as a 
growl of rage escaped him. He, a dragon, had been attacked for no good reason, 
and now his attacker would pay for its foolishness. 

Alex hesitated as something unexpected caught his eye. Savage appeared 
from behind the stoic, moving like a skater over the smooth ice. The former 
adventurer held a massive two-handed sword over his head. The sword glowed 
deep red, as if it had just come out of the forge. With amazing speed, Savage 
slammed his glowing sword into the frozen stoic, filling the air with steam and a 
loud hissing noise. The magical creature exploded into thousands of little pieces, 
and Savage glided to the stream’s bank. 

Alex was going to say something about his friend’s good timing, but he 


didn’t. Savage’s eyes were glowing like the dying embers of a fire, and as they 
came to rest on Alex, he lifted his sword once more. Alex could see the hunger 
in those eyes, and he knew what he needed to do. 

Alex’s staff hit the ground with a loud thud, like a massive stone being 
dropped from a great height. He felt his magic form around him, crackling like 
ten thousand electrical sparks, all of them jumping from place to place and 
forming a globe of raw energy. A few magical sparks jumped from the globe to 
Savage, and Alex gladly let them go. 

“Josephus Sebastian Savage. I am not your enemy. Put away your sword 
until it is needed once more,” Alex commanded. 

Savage hesitated, looked at the sword in his hands, and then slowly lowered 
the blade. Once the sword was back in its scabbard, Savage looked at Alex. His 
eyes were still glowing embers, but the hunger was gone. He turned away, then 
spoke in a low, gravelly voice. 

“Rest now, if you can, wizard. Your questions can wait until daylight.” 

Savage walked away, and Alex let him go. He had many questions, but not 
all of them were about the sword Savage carried. 

The power of the dragon hadn’t been there when he’d called for it, and he 
didn’t know why. Was there some dark power that had kept his dragon magic 
from coming to him? Only Whalen knew that he could take dragon form, and he 
was sure that Whalen would never tell anyone. What force could stop the power 
of the dragon? 

You’ve only yourself to blame, Alex’s O’Gash whispered. 

“Myself?” Alex asked. “How? Why would I do this to myself?” 

Alex waited in the darkness for an answer. Finally, when the eastern sky 
was changing from black to dark blue, his O’Gash whispered once more. 

All talents and abilities must be used or they will fade. 

Alex thought about that for a long time, and he knew that it was right. He 
had only used the power of the dragon when he’d been forced to use it. He 
hadn’t worked with it, hadn’t tried to discover what it could do, hadn’t even 
thought about it in his everyday life. He knew that would have to change. He 
would have to accept this power and make it part of everything he did. The idea 
worried him because the power of the dragon would change him, and he didn’t 
know how. 


ee 


Alex was sitting in the sun and writing a letter to Whalen when Savage 
returned to the stream. Alex didn’t look up, and Savage didn’t say anything until 
Alex had finished his letter and, after two tries, summoned a geeb to take it 
away. 

After another moment, Alex said, “Your sword? Is it a demon blade?” 

“Yes, it is,” Savage answered. “It is a weapon from myth and legends. A 
weapon not meant for this world. It found me on my last adventure.” 

“Tt is the reason you stopped going on adventures,” said Alex. It was not a 
question. 

“The blade has a hunger for battle and for blood. As you saw last night, it 
doesn’t always care about who is friend and who is foe.” 

“Which is why I have given you a small part of my magic,” said Alex. 

“Ts that what I felt last night? But how can you give me part of your magic? 
Why would you...” Savage fell silent. 

“Tt is said that such weapons change the person who wields them, and not 
always for the better. You are a good man, you have kept this blade safe, and you 
have not allowed its hunger to overcome you. The magic I have given you will 
help you control the sword’s hunger. It will make it easier for you to remember 
who your friends are, and it will help keep the sword from making you do 
something you would regret.” 

“A great kindness,” said Savage, bowing slightly. “Though I think it best 
not to test your magic. I will continue as I have been and only use the weapon in 
times of greatest need.” 

“Yes, your timing was very good last night,” said Alex. 

“Hardly,” Savage replied. “If I had waited a few moments longer, you 
would have defeated the monster. I only used the sword because I thought you 
had used up your power and had nothing left but the will to fight.” 

“That is true,” said Alex. 

“But you froze the entire stream, you—” 

“Magic can be strange,” said Alex, not explaining how or why he’d 
regained his power so quickly. “We need to consider the question you asked last 
night: Who were the stoics after, and why?” 

“We should also consider who created them,” said Savage. 

“T think Magnus must have created them, but I don’t know when he would 
have done it or why,” said Alex. 

“You don’t think they were sent after you?” Savage questioned. 

“Creating a stoic takes planning and work. Until two days ago, I didn’t even 


know I would be in Nezza. I can’t see why they would be after me,” said Alex. 

“And to send two such creatures after one man does seem a bit foolish,” 
said Savage. 

“I agree,” said Alex. “I do have some ideas about why the stoics turned up 
here.” 

“And?” Savage asked. 

“T think they might have been sent to come after anyone who entered Nezza 
through the invisible barrier. I’ve been thinking about that barrier, and I don’t 
think just anyone could get through it. I only managed to enter Nezza because of 
my magic, and so perhaps the stoics were sent to destroy anyone magical enough 
to get through the barrier.” 

“T can see that,” said Savage. “If Magnus is behind this, I’m sure he would 
not want anyone with magic running around loose in Nezza.” 

“Still, as you said, two stoics is a lot of power to send after any one person, 
unless...” 

“Unless what?” 

“How many people know about your demon blade?” Alex asked. 

“Only a few,” said Savage. “Just the adventurers that were with me when I 
found it—or when it found me—but they’ve all been sworn to secrecy about the 
blade.” 

“Did you tell anyone else? Did you maybe mention it in one of your reports 
to the order of Malgor>?” Alex asked. 

“Yes, I mentioned it to the order,” Savage admitted after some thought. 
“When I first came here—what is it, ten? fifteen years ago?—I told the order I 
had the blade. I expected them to say something about it. At the very least I 
thought they would tell me never to use it, but. . .” 

“You never heard anything about it,” said Alex, nodding. 

“Never. It’s possible the information about the sword may not have been 
passed on, or at least not passed on to trustworthy members of the order.” 

“You think there are traitors in the order?” 

“Perhaps,” said Savage. “Or perhaps only misguided people who don’t 
know where their reports are going. I think it is also possible that not everyone in 
the order keeps their secrets as well as they should.” 

“And if Magnus heard about your demon blade?” Alex questioned. 

“If he believed it was true, and if he knew I was in Nezza, he would want 
me out of the way,” said Savage. 

“Or he would want to tempt you. He might want to force you to use the 


demon blade so that it would change you into something he could use later,” said 
Alex. 

“Yes, that is possible,” Savage answered in a thoughtful tone. 

“Evil seems to be more organized in all the known lands these days,” said 
Alex. “I wonder if Magnus has someone passing him information from outside 
Nezza.” 

“Possible, but I have doubts,” said Savage. “You’ve seen a little of what 
Nezza is like. You said yourself that a barrier has been created to keep outsiders 
from entering this land. Why would Magnus be working with someone outside 
of Nezza?” 

“Because I think he is part of a group that the council of wizards is calling 
the ‘Gezbeth.’” 


Chapter Five 
The Dungeons of Karmus 
~—— 





Two days later, Alex arrived in Karmus. He’d felt the need to hurry, so he’d 
flown most of the way. He had explained the idea of the Gezbeth to Savage and 
given him enough supplies to get by before leaving. In return, Savage had 
repeated his earlier advice: if Alex managed get Skeld and the other adventurers 
out of Karmus, then the best thing to do would be to get out of Nezza entirely. 

“If you can’t get out of Nezza, then go north,” Savage said. “The lords of 
the north are not as afraid of outsiders, or of magic.” 

Alex appreciated Savage’s advice, but he wasn’t sure what he would do 
once he’d rescued Skeld and his company. The rescue would be difficult enough. 
Deciding what to do after that would have to wait. 

Karmus was an impressive city. It was divided almost in half by the River 
Pol, and in the middle of the river was an island that rose up like a small 
mountain and overlooked the city. On the island there were tall buildings that 
looked like they had once been grand houses and palaces, but now they were 
uncared for and unused. A high stone wall encircled the entire island, and while 
it might have once been richly decorated, now it looked more like a prison wall. 

Alex spent the morning near the riverbank, studying the island fortress. Few 
people were allowed onto the island unless they had some official business with 
one of Lazar’s ministers. He was certain that Skeld and his companions were 
somewhere on the island. 

As the day wore on, Alex walked away from the river and found a little- 
used alleyway behind some empty buildings. He moved a few old boxes and 
boards that were there, making a hidden spot where he could not be seen even if 
someone did happen to wander into the alley. Once his hiding place was 
finished, he stepped into it and transformed into a small swallow. 

In less than a minute, Alex was flying over the island. There were more 
soldiers than he’d expected to find, possibly more than in the rest of the city. He 
continued to search the island. It didn’t take him long to find the entrance to the 
dungeon, and when he did, he wasn’t happy. 

The dungeons of Karmus was a solid stone building with few windows. A 
square tower sat on top of the main building. A quick inspection revealed that 


there were only two narrow doors to the entrance of the dungeon. One door, at 
the front of the building, was open, but it was guarded by more than a dozen 
men. The second door was at the back of the building and closed; four armed 
men stood close by. Alex guessed there would be more men inside the building, 
and more still in the dungeon. 

Alex wasn’t sure how he would get into the dungeon, but then he saw a 
way. Around the outside of the building were several oddly shaped pits, and 
when Alex flew closer, he saw that they were windows. The windows were half 
underground and had heavy iron bars over them, but no glass. Alex guessed they 
were designed to let sunlight and fresh air into the first level of the dungeon. 

Having found a way to get into the dungeon without being seen, Alex 
returned to his hidden place in the alley and took his human form again. As the 
sun began to set, Alex made his way to one of the many taverns that lined the 
main road leading to the island fortress. Getting into the dungeon wouldn’t do 
him any good if he couldn’t find Skeld and the other adventurers. He hoped he 
could learn something more about the dungeon from the locals. 

Alex entered a tavern and his heart sank. The main room was filled with 
soldiers, and there were only a few people who were not wearing uniforms of 
some kind. Skirting around the crowds, he made his way to a shadowed table at 
the back of the room. For several minutes no one paid any attention to him, but 
eventually one of the servers made his way to the table and asked what Alex 
would like. 

Alex ordered a drink and waited, listening to the men around him talk. He 
soon learned that all of these men, and many more as well, were guards for the 
island fortress. The information surprised him, because he knew that the inner 
kingdoms of Nezza had been at war for years. It seemed odd that so many men 
would be called away from war to protect a fortress that was already surrounded 
by ariver and a wall. 

After listening for some time, Alex knew he would need to talk to one of 
the soldiers if he wanted to learn anything useful. The problem was that the 
soldiers were drinking in groups, and to get anyone alone seemed almost 
impossible. Just then, Alex saw a soldier enter the tavern. The man looked like 
an officer, and the other soldiers didn’t seem to be too friendly toward him. 

Focusing his attention on the officer, Alex moved his hand slightly under 
the table. Instantly, the man turned and looked directly at Alex. Without 
speaking, and seeming not to notice anything else in the room, the man walked 
over and took a seat at Alex’s table. 


“You are young to be in a place like this alone,” the man said. 

“Not too young,” said Alex in a casual tone. 

“You are new here. I have not seen you in the city before.” 

“T am,” was Alex’s only answer as he moved his hand slightly again. 

“Strangers seldom come to Karmus. It was once a happy city, and people 
came from all over Nezza to visit and conduct their business, but times are not 
what they were.” 

“Have there been other strangers here recently?” Alex questioned. 

“Not in the tavern,” the man answered, laughing grimly. 

“No, not in the tavern—in Karmus.” 

“They are in the fortress,” the man said. “In the dungeons under the fortress 
to be exact.” 

“Are they well?” Alex asked in concern. 

“They’re alive, or at least they were a week ago when they went into that 
hole.” 

“Can I see them?” 

“Not unless you’re in the dungeon with them. Trust me, you don’t want to 
be there.” 

“T must find a way to see them,” said Alex in a matter-of-fact tone. 

“No one enters the dungeons except the black guard and the prisoners.” 

“There must be a way.” 

“Only for the black guard, and perhaps mice,” came the reply. “Though I 
doubt even mice would go down there. It is an evil place.” 

“And how would a mouse get to that place?” Alex asked thoughtfully. 

“The pipes under the fortress, I suppose. There are all kinds of pipes under 
there.” 

“What part of the dungeon are the strangers in?” Alex persisted. 

“T’ve no idea,” the officer said. “But if I know Magnus, he’s put them in the 
darkest hole the place has.” 

Alex noticed that a few of the other soldiers were looking in his direction. 
He needed to end his talk soon or risk drawing unwanted attention to himself. 

“What of Rallian?” Alex asked. “Does he live? Is he in the dungeons as 
well?” 

“Rallian?” said the man, a look of sorrow on his face. “Rallian is lost to us, 
and Lazar has forbidden any talk of the prince.” 

Alex thought about everything he had learned for a moment, and then he 
waved his hand again. “Forget,” he said softly. 


The officer blinked several times, then rose and bowed slightly to Alex 
before heading toward the main bar. 

Alex sat for a few minutes longer, and then he made his way to the door. 
Skeld and his companions had only been in the dungeon for a week, but that was 
already too long. He had to get into the dungeon and find them—and fast. There 
was also the small piece of information about Rallian. Alex wasn’t sure why he 
had asked about the prince, but the soldier’s answer was interesting. If Rallian 
had really died, as the rumor said, why would Lazar forbid all talk about him? 
Alex shook his head. He was here to help Skeld and his company of adventurers, 
not to change the way things were in Nezza. 

As the tavern door closed behind him, Alex moved down the street and into 
the shadows. He didn’t want any of the soldiers in the tavern to follow him, and 
a few of them looked like they might. After walking for several minutes and 
making several turns, he slowed his pace. Finding Skeld and the others was the 
first problem he had to solve, and he didn’t want to spend all night solving it. 

As he returned to his hidden spot in the alley, Alex decided that he would 
have to put Skeld and his company inside his magic bag. If they were all in his 
bag, he would only have himself to worry about. He would need to make some 
changes inside his bag before attempting the rescue, however, as he had some 
dangerous things in his bag. 

Alex stepped behind the old boards and stopped to listen. Everything was 
quiet, but he still waited a few minutes to make sure he was alone. Taking his 
magic bag in hand, he spoke softly into the top of it. The strange but familiar 
falling sensation swept over him, and soon Alex was moving around the main 
room of his bag. 

Working his way through the different rooms inside his bag, Alex gathered 
up the books and letters he’d left lying about. He also moved his magical items 
into either his treasure room or his library. After one more quick check of the 
other rooms, he magically sealed his treasure room and library so no one but 
himself could enter them. Then he set out some food and water so Skeld and his 
friends would have something to eat once he had found them. With a simple 
command, he was back in the dark alley, his bag still slung around his neck. It 
was nearly midnight, and time for action. If all went well, Skeld’s band of 
adventurers would be free by morning. 

Flying back to the island fortress and finding one of the half-buried 
windows was harder than Alex thought. The eyes of a swallow were not made to 
see in the dark of night, but Alex managed to fly through one of the windows 


and flutter down to the floor. A pale, flickering glow came from under the door, 
giving him enough light to see that the room was empty and he was alone. 
Returning to his own form, he moved to the door. There was no way to know 
what was waiting outside this room, so, working a little more magic, Alex 
became invisible. 

The heavy wooden door wasn’t locked, and Alex pulled it open just enough 
to look into the hallway. Torches hung on the stone wall opposite the door, one 
about every twenty feet. There was no sign of guards. As fast as he could, Alex 
opened the door, stepped into the hallway, and closed the door once more. 

I’m in. Now what? Alex thought. 

Alex had no idea how large the dungeon was or where in the dungeon the 
adventurers might be. He didn’t want to wander aimlessly, but it seemed unlikely 
that there would be a map with the cells the adventurers were in marked on it. 
The well-lit hallway gave him an idea. If the hallways had light, then there must 
be guards who needed that light. If he could find a guard, or even two or three 
guards together, he could get the information he needed from them. 

He started down the hallway, his ears straining to hear any sound. The 
dungeon seemed to be deserted, which didn’t make any sense. Why have so 
much light if there was no one to see it? 

The sound of doors banging open echoed down the hallway, forcing Alex to 
freeze in his tracks. The sound was followed by the more dangerous sound of 
marching feet. 

Alex’s heart sped up. The hallway turned left about fifty yards in front of 
him, and that was the direction where all the noise was coming from. For a 
moment he thought about going back the way he had come—maybe even hiding 
in the room he had first entered—but his curiosity got the better of him. He ran 
toward the turn, stopped short, and looked around the bend. 

The hallway was longer than the one he’d just come down, and at the far 
end of it were dozens of soldiers. As Alex watched, groups of soldiers broke 
away, turning down other hallways. As the soldiers moved forward, Alex saw 
that six men would turn into each new hallway they came to. He also saw that 
some of the men were replacing the torches along the walls. 

Alex did a quick count and he knew that there would be six soldiers turning 
into the hallway where he stood. He moved back the way he had come, thinking 
as hard as he could. He could magically put six men to sleep at one time, but 
how long would he have to talk with them? Would they be expected to meet up 
with the other soldiers once they’d replaced the torches? If he used magic on 


these men, he would have to do it fast and hope they could answer his questions 
quickly. 

Moving to the fourth torch from the bend in the hallway, Alex magically 
put it out. Looking behind him, he put out the next torch as well. Even though he 
was invisible, the darkness made him feel safer and less exposed. 

The marching feet came around the corner and started toward him, not 
slowing despite the shadowy space in front of them. 

As one of the men reached out to take the dead torch from the wall, Alex 
used his magic. The soldiers all froze in place, their eyes open but unseeing. 
Alex hesitated a second, watching to make sure his magic had worked as he’d 
planned. Satisfied, he moved a few steps closer to the men. 

“The adventurers that are held here, where are they?” 

“Fifth level, in the pit,” came the mumbled reply of six voices. 

“How do I get there from here?” 

“Center stairs to the second level, east stairs to the third, south stairs to the 
fourth, and west stairs to the fifth,” the men all answered. “From the bottom of 
the stairs, go north until you come to the stairs that lead to the pit.” 

The directions were clear enough, but Alex wondered how these men knew 
what direction they were going underground. Not wanting to slow this group 
down, he didn’t ask. He moved around the company and then broke his spell 
with a whisper. 

“Forget, and carry on with your task.” 

The soldiers moved as a unit, marching along the hallway. Alex watched 
them for a few minutes, but they didn’t look back or slow their pace. Turning, he 
hurried down the empty hallway, looking for the center stairs. 

The center stairway was easy enough to find. His biggest problem was 
dodging the groups of soldiers who were either replacing torches or marching 
back to the guardrooms. Alex might be invisible, but he was still solid, and to 
avoid bumping into the soldiers, he had to press himself flat against several walls 
before he reached the stairs. Moving to the second level of the dungeon, Alex 
found that it was as well lit as the first. Fortunately there were no guards 
changing torches on this level, and he was able to find the east stairs without any 
trouble. 

After the second level, Alex found himself in darkness. The only lights he 
saw came from the guardrooms located at the top and bottom of the stairway. He 
quietly slipped passed the rooms and moved to the next set of stairs. 

He made it to the fifth level with ease, but once there he found that, unlike 


the other levels where the hallways were all straight and level, the floor here was 
not so even, and the walls seemed to curve slightly as he moved along them in 
the darkness. 

Finally, afraid that he might miss the final stairway, or worse, fall down in 
the darkness, Alex conjured up a small weir light. Sickly gray-green slime 
covered the walls and floor, and the sound of dripping water echoed in the 
darkness. He continued forward, ready to put out his magical light if he saw or 
heard anything that might be trouble. 

“How much longer are we posted down here?” a muffled voice questioned. 

Alex instantly put out his weir light. A slight glimmer came from a door to 
his left; that was where the muffled voice had come from as well. 

“Same as always—ten days on the bottom,” a second voice answered. 

“How long have we been down here now?” the first voice asked. “Hard to 
keep track of days when there’s no sign of sun or moon.” 

“Tt’s only been five days and you know it,” said the second voice. “Now 
come on, it’s time to relieve the others.” 

Two men stepped into the hallway, each of them carrying a lamp. Alex 
carefully watched every move they made. 

“Seems foolish to me,” said the first man. “Nobody gets out of the pit, you 
know that.” 

“Maybe not, but orders are orders. If we don’t follow them, we’ll find 
ourselves in the pit,” said the second man. 

“Maybe something worse than that, what with the mood Magnus has been 
in,” said the first man, pulling the door shut. 

The two guards moved off in the direction Alex had been going without 
saying anything more. Alex waited for a moment and then followed them. 

After walking for a few minutes, the two guards started down a wom 
stairway. Alex glided along in the darkness behind them, unseen and silent. The 
stairway went down and down, with an occasional hallway leading away from it. 

Finally, they reached the bottom of the stairs, and there was only one way 
for the men to go. It was cold down here, and Alex could hear a small, steady 
stream of water running near his feet. There was a nasty smell in the air, and 
sounds echoed strangely in the darkness. The passageway sloped downward, and 
here and there Alex could see small metal grates that allowed some of the water 
to drain away. 

After what felt like a very long time, a light came into view ahead of them. 
Two more guards were standing in front of an iron door, each of them holding a 


lamp. 

“Are the prisoners quiet tonight?” asked one of the men Alex had been 
following. 

“A few whimpers,” one of the men guarding the door answered. “They 
can’t last much longer.” 

“Very well,” said the first man. “In the name of Lazar, we relieve you.” 

“In the name of Lazar,” said the second man. 

The men who had been guarding the iron door stepped aside to allow the 
new guards to take their places. Alex held his breath and tried to push himself 
into the wall as the guards walked past him and vanished into the darkness of the 
passageway. After waiting a few minutes to make sure the other guards were 
gone, Alex focused his thoughts on the two men in front of him. 

“Sleep,” Alex whispered with a wave of his hand. 

As soon as he had spoken, the two men at the door slumped to the floor. 
Alex smiled and moved forward. The iron door was locked with two heavy 
bolts, but there was no keyhole at all. Alex extinguished the lamps the guards 
had been holding before trying to open the bolts, just in case there were more 
guards behind the door. The bolts moved with only a slight scraping of metal on 
metal, and, with a small push, the iron door swung open. 

Alex felt a spark of magic as the door opened. He instantly brought up his 
staff, ready to defend himself, but nothing happened. He waited for a second, 
listening. No alarms echoed through the passageways; no sound of running feet 
filled the air. Alex suspected that Magnus knew that this door had been opened, 
but how fast could he do anything about it? 

Everything in front of Alex was dark, but the smell was almost unbearable. 
Alex listened for a moment. He could hear people moving around, but he 
couldn’t see anything. He took a step forward, holding out his hand in front of 
him so he wouldn’t run into anything. He stopped when he heard some faint 
whispers to his left. 

“My friend will come,” said a dry voice. “I know he will.” 

“He may come, but will it be in time?” questioned a second voice. 

“He will come as soon as he can,” said the first voice. “If not in time to 
save us, at least in time to avenge our deaths.” 

“Little comfort in that,” said a third voice. 

“Take comfort where you can,” said the first voice. 

“Skeld>?” Alex whispered. 

“Alex?” 


Alex broke his spell of invisibility and turned toward the voices. It sounded 
like he had found Skeld and his companions only just in time. Conjuring a weir 
light that seemed incredibly bright after the total darkness, he had to blink 
several times before he could really see anything. 

“Thank goodness I’ve found you,” said Alex, shocked by how thin and pale 
Skeld looked. 

“I knew you’d come,” said Skeld happily, struggling to get to his feet. “I 
knew you would find us.” 

“How long have you been in this hole?” asked Alex, moving to the door of 
the cell that held Skeld and his companions. 

“Longer than I care to remember,” answered Skeld, coughing as he met 
Alex at the cell door. 

Taking a moment to examine the lock, Alex whispered a few magic words, 
then hit the door with his staff. With a loud crack, the lock broke away, and the 
cell door swung open. Alex caught Skeld as he fell forward with the door. 

“T should introduce you to my companions,” said Skeld, pulling away from 
Alex and turning back to his fellow prisoners. 

“There will be time for introductions later,” said Alex. “I’ve got to get you 
all out of here.” 

“How did you get in?” Skeld asked. 

“Magic, of course,” answered Alex. “And that’s how we’re getting out as 
“But—” Skeld began. 

“No time,” said Alex, cutting him off. “Where are your bags and weapons?” 
“Taken,” said Skeld. “We were forced to put them in an iron lockbox after 
we were captured. If we’d had our bags, we could have escaped before ever 
reaching this cursed city. The lockbox was brought here as well, but I don’t 
know where it is now.” 

“PII see if I can find it, but no promises,” said Alex. “I’m going to put you 
all inside my bag for the time being. There’s plenty of food and water there, and 
there’s a fire burning to keep you warm. If I can find your things I’ ll call you out 
again so you can collect them.” 

“Tt would be better if we made our own way out of this dungeon,” said one 
of Skeld’s companions. “The rules of honor—” 

“None of you looks like you could make your own way out of this pit 
without help,” Alex cut in. “And as for the rules of honor, well, I’m invoking my 
wizard’s privilege to waive them. There will be no loss of honor to any of you 


well. 


for accepting the safety of my bag.” 

“Wizard’s privilege—and some common sense,” said Skeld with a weak 
grin. 

“There is a dark wizard here,” said one of the other adventurers. “You 
should be careful of him as you search.” 

“I will be,” said Alex. “Now, everybody up. I think yov’ll find my bag more 
comfortable than this pit.” He looked around. “Wait. I was told there were six of 
you. I count only five.” 

“There were six of us,” said Skeld, a look of anger on his face. “The men of 
Nezza have no honor. They shoot first and ask for a peaceful surrender after.” 

One of the other adventurers touched Skeld’s arm and he fell silent. 

Without waiting for further discussion, Alex held out his magic bag and 
gave the command for it to put all five prisoners inside it. There was the sound 
of rushing air, and Alex was suddenly alone in the dungeon. He moved back to 
the iron door, then put out his weir light. 

The guards were still asleep. Alex rebolted the iron door and relit the 
guard’s lamps. Then he worked his magic and became invisible once more. He 
thought it would be best to wake the guards before leaving. If someone found 
them asleep, it might raise questions and suspicions. Awake, the guards might 
remain where they were for hours. Plus, then they might be able to tell him 
where to look for the adventurer’s magic bags. 

“Wake,” Alex commanded. 

The two guards stirred, then struggled sluggishly back to their feet. They 
looked confused and worried. 

“The iron box that holds the adventurers’ possessions—where is it?” 

“Nothing came with the adventurers,” one of the guards answered. 

“If there was something of great value, where would the wizard keep it?” 
Alex tried again. 

“Things of value to the wizard would be in his private rooms at the top of 
the tower,” the guard answered. 

“Forget,” Alex said. 

The worried looks on the guard’s faces vanished, and they stood at attention 
on either side of the door. Turning away, Alex headed back up the passageway as 
fast and as quietly as he could. The guard’s answer was not what he had hoped 
for. He wasn’t ready to face Magnus, and recovering the stolen magic bags might 
mean that he’d have to. As he started up the stairway, he considered leaving the 
magic bags where they were for now. 


Alex was almost to the stairs that would lead him up to the fourth level of 
the dungeon when he stopped short. The sound of moving men echoed through 
the dungeon, and torchlight filled the hallway in front of him. 

“What’s all this?” a voice asked in the darkness. 

“Orders,” came the answer. 

Alex moved closer. He wanted to hear what orders had been given. 

“The dungeons are to be searched from top to bottom. Every room is to be 
inspected without exception,” said a man who looked like an officer. 

“We haven’t got enough men to do that,” another man answered. “There are 
rooms down here that nobody’s ever seen, and passageways that end in 
bottomless pits.” 

“More men will be coming,” the officer answered. “For now, all of you are 
to stand guard in front of the stairs. Nothing is to get past you to the fourth level. 
Understood?” 

The guards nodded and spread out across the stairway. 

Alex’s only escape had just been blocked off. 


Chapter Six 
The Escape 
~— 


As he retreated from the torchlight, Alex let his right hand brush against the 
wall. His mind felt empty, unable to think or plan. When his hand found an open 
space in the darkness, he turned into another hallway. After walking another 
hundred yards, he stopped and closed his eyes. 

What is Magnus doing right now? Alex asked himself. 

The answer came to him, and it was as if Alex could almost see what 
Magnus was thinking. He knew that Alex was in the dungeons somewhere, and 
he knew that he’d found the adventurers. With guards at all the stairways, and 
more searching the dungeon from top to bottom, there was little chance for Alex 
to escape. Alex thought he could magic his way past most of the guards, but 
sooner or later someone would notice, and then Magnus would know exactly 
where he was. 

Conjuring a weir light to guide him, Alex broke the spell that made him 
invisible. If Magnus could track Alex by his magic use, then Alex couldn’t stay 
invisible forever. 

He has a plan; he must, Alex thought, remembering what Savage had told 
him. 

Magnus had known that Alex was in Nezza for at least four days. He might 
have been planning for something like this for years, but what was his plan? 
Alex couldn’t guess, but one thing became clear in his mind. Whatever Magnus 
had planned, he would need to be close by to make his plan work. Magnus 
would want to be in the dungeons when Alex was found. 

“Tf I wasn’t stuck in the bottom of the dungeon, now would be the perfect 
time to enter Magnus’s rooms and find the missing magic bags,” Alex said. 

Then you need to find a way out of the dungeon, his O’Gash answered. 

The soldier in the tavern had mentioned the pipes under the dungeon, but 
Alex didn’t think there was much hope there. He was so far underground that 
any pipes leading to the river would be flooding the dungeon with water. Still, if 
he could find the pipes, he might be able to use them to move into one of the 
higher levels of the dungeon. 

Alex continued to walk, keeping his eyes open for any sign of pipes along 





the walls or drains in the floor. He shivered in the cold, damp air, and he pushed 
his right hand into his pocket to get it warm. If he’d known he’d be trapped in 
the dungeon, he would have worn warmer clothes. 

After what felt like a long time, Alex was forced to stop at the edge of a 
large open pit. The floor appeared again about twenty feet beyond the pit, but 
everything ahead of him was in darkness. He sent his weir light down into the pit 
but soon called it back. The pit was deep, and he didn’t want to think about what 
might be at the bottom of it. 

Wake up! Alex’s O’Gash screamed inside his head. Magnus’s magic is 
dulling your wits already. 

Alex hadn’t felt any magic, but he knew it was there just the same. Magnus 
had done something to put him into a trancelike state. If he didn’t shake himself 
out of it now, it might be too late. 

“What options do I have?” said Alex. 

Go back the way he had come? No good—too many soldiers. Staying 
where he was only meant that the soldiers would eventually find him. He could 
move forward, but to where? The passageway might continue on the far side of 
this pit, but there was no way for him to know where it would lead. He could 
wonder aimlessly for days and still be stuck in this dungeon. 

Someone built the passageway, so it must go somewhere, said his O’Gash. 

Forward was his only real choice, but he didn’t like it. He sent his weir light 
across the empty space, changing into a swallow to follow it. Alex instantly 
returned to his own form on the far side of the pit and increased the brightness of 
his weir light. There was little chance of anyone seeing the light, and the glow 
made him feel more awake. 

Worried that Magnus’s magic would dull his mind if he didn’t stay focused, 
Alex started off at a quick pace. He felt more awake and was even curious about 
why this passageway had been made so far under the city. He continued to watch 
for pipes or anything else that might help him, but he saw nothing. 

The tunnel started to bend and twist as he followed it, and in places it 
seemed to be moving in an upward direction. The possibility that the tunnel 
might lead to the surface encouraged Alex, and he hurried forward. The bends 
became regular corners, turning sharply every hundred feet or so. When the floor 
became steeper, he knew that the passage was leading toward the surface and he 
had to slow his pace. 

A short set of stairs appeared out of the darkness. The stairs went down into 
what looked like a massive room. Alex took the first two steps down and then 


froze in his tracks. His eyes went wide as he looked into the room, and his whole 
body felt cold. There was a huge pile in the middle of the room and crawling 
over and around that pile were thousands and thousands of rats. 

Go back, go back, go back, a weak-sounding voice at the bottom of Alex’s 
brain squealed. 

Why? They’re only rats, said a stronger voice at the top of his brain. 

Evil, disgusting, nasty rats, the weak voice answered. They are watching 
every move I make. They are watching for their chance to attack. 

Alex looked around the room, and thousands of little eyes reflected his weir 
light, shining back at him. The rats were watching, but that was all they were 
doing. 

They see the light and are afraid of it, the stronger voice in his head said. If 
I enter the room, they will run away from the light. 

They will attack and drag me down with their numbers, the weak voice 
answered. 

Alex tried to swallow, but his throat was too dry. He ran his tongue over his 
lips and it felt like a piece of sandpaper. Cold sweat ran down his back, and his 
whole body shivered. 

I’ve seen rats before, and I’m not afraid of them. I don’t have time for this, 
the stronger voice said. I can see a path on the far side of the room. I need to 
hurry, so stop complaining and get moving. 

Alex tried to move but he couldn’t. His muscles were tight, ready to break 
into a run, but they would not obey his commands. A strange, squishy, splatting 
noise pulled his eyes to the rat-covered pile at the center of the room. He looked 
up and saw a faint light coming from the ceiling. There were holes in the ceiling. 
The light seemed to flicker, and then shadows fell onto the pile below. 

I must be under the kitchens, said the strong voice. They are dropping their 
garbage into this room to get rid of it. That’s why all these rats are here. I’m 
close to the surface now. 

They are breeding the rats to destroy anyone who tries to escape the 
dungeons, said the weak voice. If I go too close, they will swarm over me. Rats 
will eat anything they can get their paws on—dead or alive. 

No. This is Magnus’s magic, Alex’s O’Gash said. It has slowed your mind 
and magnified your fear. 

I’m not afraid of rats. I just don’t like them, said the strong voice in Alex’s 
mind. The rats wont do anything if I move forward. They are too busy with their 
trash pile to care. 


Something terrible will happen if I go in there! the weak voice shrieked. 

Alex tried to move forward, but it was almost impossible. His right foot slid 
a few inches across the ground and stopped. His left leg didn’t move at all. 
Magic or not, the fear in his brain was holding him in place. 

I feel happy, I feel sad, I feel angry, I feel afraid. Fear is just another 
feeling. It can only hurt me if I let it, Alex’s strong voice reasoned. 

It is real, the weak voice whined. I... I cant... 

Alex dragged his left foot across the step, and he moved forward. A second 
effort pulled his right foot to the floor of the room. He closed his eyes, not out of 
fear but in concentration. He had to move forward in order to break the spell of 
fear that held him back. Again and again his feet shuffled forward, and with each 
painfully slow step, the weak voice at the bottom of his brain howled for him to 
run. 

After what seemed like forever, Alex opened his eyes and found that he was 
only a few steps away from the far side of the room. The tunnel he had been 
following was in front of him, and he almost jumped into it. He paused to look 
back into the room. The rats were still swarming the trash pile, unconcerned with 
Alex and the battle he had just won. 

Alex followed the tunnel, changing directions and climbing one last steep 
section using his hands and feet. He was breathing hard and sweating, but he’d 
found what he was looking for. In front of him the tunnel wall dropped down, 
leaving a much smaller opening. Pale light shined through the opening, and he 
could smell fresh air. He put out his weir light and stood still for a moment, 
catching his breath. When he felt like he could move quietly, Alex dropped to his 
knees and crawled through the opening. 

Alex looked up at the night sky. Only ten or twelve feet above him was an 
iron grate that covered the stone box he’d crawled into. With no time to waste, 
Alex became a swallow, fluttering up and through the iron bars. 

Landing, he found himself in what looked like a forgotten garden. Roses 
grew across stone paths and clung to small stone statues. A quick glance told 
him that he was in the center of some large building. He flew up into the open air 
and got a better look at the city around him. 

To Alex’s surprise, he was still on the island in the middle of the river. The 
building he’d just left looked like it might have been a palace once, but it was 
shabby and run-down now. The entrance to the dungeon, and the tower where he 
hoped to find the magic bags of the adventurers, was close by. He flew to the top 
level of the tower only to find that the windows on the top level had all been 


bricked shut, but that seemed like a small problem now that he was out of the 
dungeon. 

Dropping down one level, Alex found a barred window that he could slip 
through. He landed in a dusty storage room full of books and scrolls and 
returned to his own form once more. 

The door was unlocked, and Alex pulled it open just far enough so he could 
see the hallway outside. There were no sounds, and the dimly lit hall appeared to 
be empty. Alex pulled the door shut behind him and moved toward the near end 
of the hall, looking for a stairway that would lead him to Magnus’s rooms. 

At first Alex moved with caution, thinking that Magnus would have guards 
posted. Finding no one to block his way, though, he realized that all the guards 
must be in the dungeons below, searching for him. How long had it been since 
the search had started? The moon had been setting in the west, so it had to be 
four or five hours since he’d first entered the dungeons. How long would it take 
to search the entire dungeon? 

It doesn’t matter. I need to hurry, Alex thought. 

Finding the stairs he was looking for, Alex started to climb as quietly as he 
could. He didn’t know for certain that Magnus would be in the dungeon; that 
was only a guess. He let his thoughts and magic move outward, searching for 
any signs of magic or any kind of trap that Magnus might have left on the 
stairway. There was nothing, and there was no magic around the locked door at 
the top of the stairway either. 

With a twist of his hand and a little magic, Alex opened the door to 
Magnus’s private rooms. Everything was dark except for a strange ball of pale 
green light to Alex’s left. Closing and locking the door, Alex moved toward the 
ball of light. At the center of the ball was an iron lockbox sitting on a polished 
table. 

The ball of light completely enclosed the box, and bending down, Alex 
could see the bottom of the ball extend underneath the table. The spell was 
obviously meant to keep the box safe. He needed to get the box out of the ball of 
light, but breaking the spell would alert Magnus to Alex’s whereabouts, and that 
would mean trouble. 

Leaning his staff against the wall, Alex magically lit several candles around 
the room. He put his hands under the edge of the table and lifted. The table and 
the box together were heavier than he thought they would be. He checked his 
grip and lifted the table a little higher. The ball of green light stayed where it 
was, and so did the lockbox. Grunting with the effort, Alex lifted the table even 


higher. The box scraped on the table and moved a few inches, but the ball of 
light didn’t move at all. 

Alex took a deep breath and jerked the heavy table even higher. The box 
suddenly slipped, scraping the tabletop and crashing to the floor. Alex almost 
dropped the table, his eyes darting to the door as his heart raced with fear. 

Magnus’s spell remained where it was, and there were no sounds of anyone 
racing up the stairs to see what all the noise was about. Alex took a few deep 
breaths and reached for his magic bag. He would take the box with him and open 
it when he was someplace safer. 

Having placed the lockbox safe inside his magic bag, Alex was about to put 
out the candles when something else caught his eye. Next to the table was a large 
desk, and sitting on that desk was a dark crystal ball that Alex recognized as a 
scrying orb. He knew they were like an oracle’s crystal, only not as powerful or 
as Clear to see things in. Next to the orb was a folded letter. Alex wondered who 
would be sending letters to Magnus. 

Alex moved behind the desk and picked up the letter. Unfolding the page, 
he held it up so he could read it in the candlelight. 


Magnus, 


We have been informed that your foolish lord has imprisoned a company of 
adventurers. You are to dispose of these adventurers as quickly as possible. 
You are to remove all trace of them and to dispose of or transfer any soldier 
who knows that they have been brought to Karmus. 


In the name of the Brotherhood, 


Gaylan 


Alex read the letter twice. The fact that it was signed “In the name of the 
Brotherhood” made a chill run down his spine. This was not one person giving 
an order to execute Skeld and his friends, but a person giving orders for a larger 
group of people—the Brotherhood. 

Here, in Alex’s hand, was the first real proof that the Gezbeth, or “the 
Brotherhood” as they called themselves, existed. His emotions rose and then fell 


just as fast. He could prove that the Gezbeth was a real threat, but to whom? 
What was Magnus doing for them here in Nezza? Why did the Brotherhood care 
about a handful of adventurers? 

“T can puzzle this out later,” Alex said to himself, slipping the letter into his 
pocket. He would have to tell Whalen about this as soon as possible 

Alex held out his magic bag and moved the scrying orb from the desktop to 
his own treasure room. It was a useful tool to have, and he didn’t want to leave it 
here for Magnus to use. With a wave of his hand, the candles all went out. He 
moved back to the door guided by the green glow of Magnus’s spell, but before 
he could leave the room, he heard the sound of heavy boots rushing up the stairs. 

Moving to stand so he would be behind the door when it opened, Alex 
waited. The boots stopped, and Alex heard a scraping sound as a key turned in 
the lock. The door swung open, and Alex saw a guard holding a torch. The guard 
was alone, but Alex didn’t wait to find out why he was there. With all his 
strength, he kicked the door shut, slamming it into the guard’s face. 

There was a lot of noise from beyond the door as the guard tumbled down 
the stairs. Alex pulled the door open and hurried after his enemy. He found the 
man at the bottom of the steps, unconscious and bleeding from a broken nose but 
alive. He left the guard where he’d landed and hurried toward the nearest door. It 
was time to get out of Karmus, and any window he could squeeze through as a 
bird would be good enough. 

The door was locked, but Alex’s magic had it open in a flash. He spun into 
the room and had the door shut and locked again before realizing he was not 
alone. A pale-faced young man jumped to his feet as soon as Alex entered. He 
was dirty, his clothes were worn, and it looked like he hadn’t had a good meal 
for weeks. 

“Who are you?” the prisoner questioned, his voice shaking slightly. “What 
do you want with me?” 

“Who are you? And why are you being held here?” Alex asked in reply. 

“I am Rallian, prince of Karmus. Pll ask again, who are you and what do 
you want with me?” 

“T am Alexander Taylor, adventurer and wizard. I wasn’t looking for you, 
but now that I’ve found you, I think you should come with me.” 

“T’ve heard tales of adventurers and wizards, and they all seem too big to be 
believed. If you’re trying to escape the tower, don’t bother. There are too many 
of the black guards for you to slip past them all. You might as well go back to 
the cell you were in.” 


“T don’t plan on slipping past the black guards,” Alex said. “I am leaving 
this tower and the city of Karmus. If you would like to have your freedom once 
more, you are welcome to join me. If you’d prefer to stay here under Magnus’s 
care...” 

“Tf there is any chance of freedom, then I’m with you.” 

“Then we should be on our way,” said Alex. 

Alex moved toward the window at the same time that Rallian moved 
toward the door. The moon had gone down, and the sun would be rising in less 
than an hour. It had been a long night for Alex, but there was no time to rest. 

“This way, I think,” said Alex, pointing at the window. 

“Tt’s more than fifty feet to the roof of the dungeon below,” said Rallian. 
“Unless you have a great deal of rope hidden on your person or can sprout 
feathers and fly away, I think the stairs are a safer bet.” 

“Sprouting feathers and flying away is exactly what we are going to do. 
Now, quickly, we must leave this place.” 

“You’re a madman if you believe you can fly,” said Rallian, taking a step 
back from Alex. 

“Not mad,” said Alex, waving his staff in Rallian’s direction. “A wizard, as 
I said.” 

Rallian’s reply was the croak of a raven. Before the prince could make 
another sound, Alex changed himself into a raven as well and flew to the bars in 
the window. He squeezed himself through, then, turning to look at the prince, he 
used more magic. The spell was like a magical rope that would bind them 
together, forcing the prince to stay close and follow where Alex led. 

“Come fly with me,” said Alex in his raven’s voice. “The hour of your 
freedom has arrived.” 

Unsure of his wings and confused by his sudden transformation, Rallian 
managed to fly up to the window and squeeze through the bars as well. He 
teetered on the window ledge. 

“Spread your wings,” said Alex. “You’ll get the hang of it.” 

Alex spread his own wings and took flight. He circled and turned back 
toward the tower, waiting for Rallian to follow. Rallian hesitated, squawked 
once, and finally spread his wings and glided away from the window. Alex 
worried that Rallian would either simply glide until he ran into a building or fell 
to the ground. After a few seconds, however, Rallian flapped his wings out of 
instinct. Slowly the prince climbed into the dark sky to fly at Alex’s side. 

“Into the west we go, young prince, and the future of Nezza goes with us,” 


said Alex. 

He was surprised by his own words. He hadn’t actually planned to go west, 
and he had no idea what the future of Nezza might be. What he did know 
troubled him. His quest to rescue Skeld and his company from the dungeons of 
Karmus had become something new. He wasn’t sure why things had changed, 
but everything was different now. Perhaps it was finding Magnus, a dark wizard, 
in Nezza. Maybe it was the note from the Brotherhood that he’d found. 
Whatever the reason, Alex was now on a bigger quest, and the fate of all of 
Nezza hung in the balance. 


Chapter Seven 
Many Meetings 
— 


Alex might have enjoyed his flight into the west if he hadn’t had so many 
things to be worried about. This new quest had chosen him, and he was sure that 
Magnus would fight to the death to win. Even if he didn’t have Magnus and the 
Brotherhood to think about, there was Skeld and his companions. They hadn’t 
looked good when he’d found them, and they would need time to regain their 
strength. He needed to find a safe place for them. Once they were well enough to 
travel, what would they do? 

Alex’s spent most of the flight thinking about the letter he had found. A 
group calling themselves the Brotherhood wanted the adventurers to disappear 
and all trace of them removed. But why? Why would the Brotherhood care about 
a few adventurers? And what would the Brotherhood do once Magnus told them 
the adventurers had escaped? 

Will he tell them? Alex’s O’Gash questioned. 

Alex could see the bloodred dunes of the western desert growing larger and 
larger as the day went on. They were a long way from Karmus, and he felt that 
now there was time to find answers to his questions. He pushed his worries to 
the back of his mind and started looking for a place to land. 

Circling a small valley, Alex made sure there was nobody nearby before 
descending. His raven eyes could see every detail of the land below him. He 
landed near a spring on the south side of the valley. The spot was less than a mile 
from the red desert sands, and the closest village was more than thirty miles 
away. 

As soon as he landed, Alex returned to his normal form. He stretched and 
looked around for Rallian. The prince had landed on the far side of the spring, 
his bird head tilting to watch everything Alex did. Alex smiled and, lifting his 
staff, he returned the prince to his natural form. Rallian stumbled backward, his 
eyes wide with amazement and fear. 

“Splash some water on your face,” said Alex. “It will help to clear your 
mind after our flight.” 

“That . . . that was incredible,” said Rallian. “I never thought that those old 
stories of magic and wizards . . .” 


“Not all magic is evil and not all wizards are dark,” said Alex. “I’m not 
here to harm you, but to help you. And, as you’ve seen, magic can be a useful 
tool.” 

“Yes,” said Rallian. “I just don’t...” 

“T understand,” said Alex. “You don’t need to try to explain what you’re 
feeling. For now, I think a good wash and a change of clothes would be best. I 
have some clean clothes that I think will fit you. Once you are presentable, there 
are some people I need to talk to.” 

“T don’t understand,” said Rallian. “Where do you keep spare clothes? What 
people? We are miles from anything and anyone.” 

“I told you that I am an adventurer,” said Alex. “Do the stories of Nezza say 
nothing about adventurers and their magic bags?” 

“Yes, of course, but...” 

“The people I need to talk to are inside my magic bag,” Alex explained. 
“They are also adventurers, and they were thrown into the dungeons of Karmus 
by your uncle and Magnus. Rescuing them from the dungeons is the reason I 
came to Nezza, but now I feel that I have other work to do in this land.” 

“Yes, my uncle and Magnus wouldn’t hesitate to throw adventurers into the 
dungeons. They’ve put a lot of people in the dungeons in the past few years.” 

“Including you,” said Alex. “Now, rest and get cleaned up. If all goes well, 
you’ll meet the adventurers shortly. Though when I call them out of my bag, I 
think it might be best if you don’t say anything, at least not at first.” 

“T will do as you wish,” said Rallian. “You saved me from the dungeons of 
Karmus, from my uncle, and from his creature, Magnus. I am in your debt, and 
so I am your servant.” 

“You are not my servant, young prince, but I hope that we will be friends,” 
said Alex. 

As Rallian washed his face with the spring water, Alex took a towel and a 
set of his own clothes out of his magic bag. The prince was smaller than Alex, 
but the clothes would be a close fit, and they were better than what he was 
wearing. When the prince was ready, Alex led him away from the spring to a 
mostly level spot near some trees. He explained to the prince that he would 
vanish for a short time and then reappear with five adventurers. 

“Remember, don’t say anything until after the adventurers introduce 
themselves and I’ve asked a few questions,” said Alex. 

“I will remain silent,” said Rallian. 

Alex nodded and then spoke softly into the top of his magic bag. Instantly, 


he was standing in the main room of his bag. He looked around at the faces of 
the adventurers he had rescued. They didn’t look as sickly as he’d thought, but 
they were all still thin and pale. 

“Alex,” said Skeld, rushing forward and wrapping his arms around his 
friend in a bear hug. “I knew you’d come. I knew I could count on you.” 

“I only wish I had come sooner,” said Alex. “If Pd known how desperate 
your condition was, I would have tried to move faster.” 

“You came faster than I thought possible, even for a wizard,” said Skeld, 
wiping tears of happiness from his eyes. “Now, let me introduce you to the rest 
of my companions.” 

“Perhaps the introductions should take place outside,” a tall blond man 
standing behind Skeld interrupted. He was obviously the leader of the adventure. 
“That is, if we are past any danger.” 

Alex nodded. “We are many miles from Karmus, and we are safe enough, at 
least for the time being.” 

“Yes, of course,” said Skeld, nodding to the blond man. “It would be best if 
we left your bag’s protection, Alex. Then we can meet on more honorable 
terms.” 

“As you wish,” said Alex. “If you all are ready?” 

There was general agreement from the five adventurers, and Alex waved 
his hand. It wasn’t the normal way to exit a bag, but he didn’t want to reveal his 
passwords in front of strangers. There was a rushing sound of wind, and then 
they were all standing in the bright sunlight of Nezza. 

“Your powers continue to grow,” said Skeld. 

“My understanding of things has grown,” Alex said. 

Skeld’s glance darted to Rallian, who stood behind Alex. 

Alex smiled. “Introductions and a few questions first, and then 
explanations.” 

“As you wish,” said Skeld. “Allow me to introduce you to Virgil, our 
leader. He comes from Norsland and is Lilly’s cousin.” 

“We are in your debt, Master Taylor,” said Virgil, stepping forward and 
bowing deeply. “Skeld has told us much about you, and I, for one, am happy that 
his stories were true.” 

“My pleasure,” said Alex, returning Virgil’s bow. Alex could see pride in 
his face, but also a great deal of kindness. He felt that he could trust Virgil. “I 
know Skeld well, so I am also happy that the stories he told were true.” 

Virgil and Skeld both laughed, and Alex thought how similar the two men 


seemed to be. 

“If you will permit me, Skeld,” said Virgil, “it is my duty to make the 
introductions.” 

Skeld nodded and stepped back. 

“Master Taylor,” Virgil began, “it is my great pleasure to introduce my 
company to you. Thanks to you, we are still a company, and very much in your 
debt.” 

“Please,” said Alex, looking at the adventurers. “Call me Alex.” 

Virgil nodded, then turned toward the company. “You know Skeld. This is 
Cameron Dixx, from West Ard—we call him Cam. Dain Goldstone, a most 
excellent dwarf from Neska. And last but not least, Thomas Aquil from Barkia. 
He is our youngest member, and this is only his second adventure.” 

“A very great honor,” said Thomas, bowing so low that he lost his balance 
and stumbled forward. 

“Easy, Tom,” said Virgil, catching Tom before he fell. “You need rest and 
healing before making such deep bows. As you know, Master Taylor, we had 
another member to our company—a dwarf named Thorson Ironshoes from 
Moorland. He was killed when we were taken prisoner, and I mention him out of 
respect.” 

“It is my great pleasure to meet you all,” said Alex. “I am pleased I was 
able to help you in your time of need.” 

“Your service has been great,” said Virgil. “We are all in your debt, as I 
have said, and will happily repay you in any way that we can.” 

“We can talk about that later,” Alex said. “Right now I have a question or 
two to ask, and then I think you should all rest.” 

“We will freely answer any questions you might have,” said Virgil. “We 
will hold nothing back.” 

“Then tell me, what brought you to Nezza? What quest are you on in this 
land?” Alex asked. 

“Our adventure was to be a simple one, though it now appears that it will 
end in failure. We were asked to discover the fate of Prince Rallian of Karmus 
and then to take that news to the people paying for our quest.” 

“You were only to discover his fate?” Alex questioned. 

“No, I’m sorry, let me explain,” Virgil answered. “If the prince was alive, 
and if we could find him, we were to take him with us to the north. If Rallian 
was alive but no longer in Nezza, or if Rallian was dead, we were to take word 
back to the people paying for our quest.” 


“And who are these people?” 

“The lords of the north. Our primary contact in Nezza is Lord Talbot, but 
we have not yet met him,” Virgil answered. 

Rallian let out a slight gasp when Talbot’s name was mentioned. 

Alex turned to look at Rallian, a question in his eyes. Rallian nodded, and 
Alex gestured for the prince to stand next to him. He turned to the other 
adventurers. 

“If you will allow me, I would like to introduce you all to Prince Rallian of 
Karmus,” said Alex, bowing to the prince. “I was fortunate enough to find him 
in the tower above the dungeons, and he agreed to come with me.” 

“Prince Rallian,” said Virgil, dropping to one knee and bowing. 

The other adventurers knelt as well, lowering their heads as a sign of 
respect. 

Rallian hesitated for a few seconds and then spoke. “Rise most, noble 
adventurers. Rise, so that we may speak as equals.” 

Virgil and the others stood up, but nobody said anything. Rallian seemed at 
a loss, and the adventurers remained silent, waiting for the prince to speak first. 
Alex saw the problem and broke the silence himself. 

“We have a great many things to talk about, but I think we should all get 
some rest before making plans. I know that Prince Rallian was up early this 
morning, and it doesn’t look like the rest of you managed to sleep while you 
were in my bag.” 

“We were waiting, hoping you would find our magic bags,” said Virgil. 

“Yes, your bags,” said Alex. “I was able to collect them before leaving 
Karmus.” 

Alex whispered into the top of his magic bag, and the lockbox appeared on 
the ground in front of him. He magically unlocked the box and opened it so the 
adventurers could reclaim their bags. 

“T will carry Thorson’s bag and return it to his heir,” said Virgil, taking the 
final bag out of the box. 

“A noble task,” said Dain. “I hope you will also carry news that his death 
has been avenged.” 

Virgil nodded in agreement. 

Alex studied the adventurers as they took blankets and other items out of 
their magic bags. He was trying to decide what they would do now that the goal 
of their quest had been found. He suspected they would want to take Rallian 
north to Lord Talbot, but then what? 


“Prince Rallian, I have some blankets you can use,” said Alex. 

“T’m not tired, and I have a lot to think about,” said Rallian. 

“You should at least try to rest,” said Alex. “There will be time for thinking, 
and talking, later.” 

Rallian took the blankets and found a spot a little apart from the adventurers 
to lay them out. Virgil and his company had taken their weapons out of their 
magic bags but were now spreading their blankets out to get some rest. Alex 
spread his own blankets out and sat down on them, but he wasn’t thinking about 
sleep, at least not yet. 

The adventurers were all soon asleep, but Rallian remained sitting up, a 
look of deep thought on his face. Alex used his magic, and after several minutes, 
Rallian laid back, closed his eyes, and was soon fast asleep. With everyone 
asleep, Alex reached for his magic bag and took out the scrying orb he’d taken 
from Magnus’s rooms. He was sure he could use it, and he wanted to know what 
Magnus was up to. 

Concentrating on the dark crystal in front of him, Alex focused his mind on 
the dark room at the top of the tower. He remembered everything he could about 
that room, and slowly the crystal came to life. The world around him faded 
away, and Alex found his mind floating above the desk where he’d found the 
orb. 

“What have you found?” an old man with long gray hair asked. He was 
sitting behind the desk, and Alex knew at once that this was Magnus. 

“My men have found nothing in the dungeons,” answered a second, 
younger man. 

“Of course they’ve found nothing in the dungeons,” Magnus snapped. “The 
wizard managed to slip past your men, and nobody noticed anything. The wizard 
then got into the tower, into my own rooms. He has taken the lockbox, and more 
importantly, he has taken the prince as well.” 

“I...” the younger man started and stopped. 

“How did he know where to find the lockbox? How did he know the prince 
was here, in the tower?” Magnus shouted. 

“Magic?” the younger man offered. 

“Of course he used magic, fool. He’s a wizard, but that doesn’t answer my 
questions. Even with his magic, he shouldn’t have found Rallian so easily. No 
matter what magic he used, I would think at least one of your worthless guards 
would have noticed something.” 

“I... I don’t know. Nothing has been reported, and I’m sure all of the men 


were alert and watching as you ordered.” 

“Someone has talked,” said Magnus. “One of your men has obviously 
betrayed us.” 

“Sir, I don’t think that—” 

“You don’t think! You don’t need to think. Pl do the thinking here, 
Captain. You do as I say. Now, how many of your men knew about the lockbox? 
And how many of those men also knew where Rallian was being held?” 

“A fair number knew about the box. It wasn’t, well, we didn’t really keep it 
a secret.” 

“And?” 

“Very few of the guards know anything about the prince. No more than a 
dozen know which room he was being held in.” 

“Then question those men,” Magnus ordered. “At least one of them is a 
traitor, and I want to know who it is. Find the traitor, Captain. Find him today or 
there will be a new captain of the black guards by morning.” 

“As you command,” the captain answered. 

Alex blinked as the vision faded. He picked up the scrying orb, put it 
carefully into the box, closed and relocked the box, and then returned it to his 
magic bag. He thought about what he’d just seen and smiled. Magnus thought 
there was a traitor close to him, and he was afraid. Magnus’s worries and fears 
had to be a good thing, but Alex wasn’t sure if they would be of any real help. 

Pushing his own troubled thoughts to the back of his mind, Alex stretched 
out on his blankets. A few hours of rest would do him good. 
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That evening, Alex woke to the smell of cooking food. He sat up and 
looked around. The other adventurers were all up and moving around, stretching 
their muscles and working the kinks out of their bodies. Rallian was sitting on 
the far side of the fire, the look of deep thought still on his face. Alex rolled off 
his blankets and walked to the campfire. 

“We thought it best to let you sleep,” said Skeld as Alex sat down on a large 
rock. 

“A kind thought,” said Alex. “I’m glad I woke up in time to eat.” 

“Wait until you taste it before being glad,” Cam said with a laugh. 

“If you want to take over the cooking duties, you’re welcome to,” Dain 
answered, stirring a pot on the fire. 


“No, he’s not,” said Virgil. “I don’t want to trust my health to Cam’s 
abilities as a cook.” 

The adventurers all laughed, and Alex laughed with them. Rallian, however, 
did not look happy. Alex could tell he was frustrated and unhappy that the 
adventurers seemed unconcerned and relaxed. He thought he should say 
something, but Virgil spoke first. 

“We should talk about our future,” said Virgil. 

“Our future, and the future of Nezza,” said Alex. 

“Whatever else the future holds, I see a lot of walking in the days ahead,” 
said Skeld. 

“We can’t rush off in just any direction. Not the way things are now,” said 
Dain, starting to dish food onto plates. 

“And I think there is more to consider than our simple quest to find 
Rallian,” said Virgil, his eyes fixed on Alex. “You’ve rescued us from the 
dungeons and found the goal of our adventure in one day. My company will 
need to decide how to repay you.” 

Alex waved away his words. “Things in Nezza are in turmoil right now. If 
we are not careful, we might walk into a war—or worse. I don’t think we need to 
decide on a course of action tonight. In fact, I think it would be better to decide 
what we should do and where we should go tomorrow.” 

“But there is so much to do,” Rallian objected. “We must make plans and 
hurry north to Lord Talbot’s castle. Talbot is my father’s cousin, a kinsman to 
me. I should have known he would send help.” 

“We can decide that in the moming,” said Alex in a kind but firm tone. 
“You have all been through a great deal, and you still need time to heal. It will be 
easier to decide what to do once everyone is well rested and we’ve had time to 
think about our options.” 

“We need to move now, before my uncle and Magnus can react to our 
escape,” said Rallian. “My uncle will send men in every direction trying to find 
us, and Magnus has ways of discovering things that I can’t explain.” 

“There will be time in the morning,” Alex repeated. “I’m sorry, Rallian, but 
we can’t just run off and hope for the best. We need to be smart. We need to 
think things through and make the best plans we can. I don’t think we should 
make any decisions about our future until after the midday meal tomorrow.” 

“As you wish,” said Virgil, nodding. 

“But...” Rallian started and stopped, looking helplessly at Alex. 

“T understand your desire to press forward, but I’ve learned that you often 


make more progress if you move a little slower and make sure of your path 
first,” said Alex. 

Rallian nodded and turned his attention to his plate of food. Alex could see 
that Rallian wasn’t happy, but there was nothing he could do about that. There 
was more to think about that just going north to Talbot’s kingdom. The prince 
would understand how much more there was to think about soon enough. 

Alex had a lot on his mind when he returned to his blankets later that night. 
Rallian was eager to go north, and it was likely that he would want to return to 
Karmus as well and expose his uncle as a traitor. Neither idea seemed good to 
Alex, at least not right now, but he didn’t have any better ideas of his own. 

Alex thought about Magnus and what his plans might be. He knew he had 
to face Magnus before he could leave Nezza—face him and defeat him. If he 
won the battle with Magnus, everything in Nezza might change for the better. If 
he lost, Nezza would fall into darkness, and everyone living in this land would 
suffer. 

Nezza was in trouble, but Magnus was only one large piece of the problem. 
The Brotherhood was another piece. What would they do when they learned 
about Alex? Every kingdom of Nezza seemed ready and willing to go to war 
over the smallest spark. Nezza needed a true king once more. Everything he had 
learned, even his own feelings, told Alex that Rallian was the best choice to be 
king. If Alex really wanted to help the people of Nezza, he would have to help 
Rallian become the king of Nezza. The trouble was, he wasn’t sure if Rallian 
wanted to be king. Rallian had never made a claim on the kingdom after all. 
With all these thoughts bouncing around in his mind, Alex let himself drift off to 
sleep. 

As he slept, Alex’s dreams took him west, deeper into the red sands of the 
desert. He moved over the sand in a great rush, as if looking for something he’d 
lost and could not find. In his dream, he came to a dried-up riverbed and 
followed it deeper into the desert. 

Soon, Alex found himself standing in the middle of a large oasis that was 
surrounded by many buildings. He looked around, wondering why anyone would 
build such splendid buildings in the middle of a desert. His eyes came to rest on 
a massive pyramid at the center of the oasis, and, just before he woke, a name 
came into his mind. 


Chapter Eight 
The Empty River 
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Alex woke long before any of the others. His thoughts were still troubled, 
but he had a few ideas that might prove useful, including the name that had come 
to him in his dreams. 

Alex was adding wood to the fire when Virgil woke up. He looked better 
than he had the day before, well rested and with a bit of color in his face. Virgil 
put away his blankets and walked to the fire. After several minutes of silence, he 
finally spoke. 

“We need to plan,” he said. “Of course you must do what you think is best. 
I hope that you will travel with us, but I would guess that you have plans of your 
own.” 

“T have a few plans, but nothing is settled yet,” said Alex. “Perhaps we will 
be able to travel together. Before we make any decisions, I need to speak with 
Rallian—alone.” 

“Yes, of course,” said Virgil, looking into the fire. 

“After breakfast I will ask Rallian to walk with me,” said Alex in a casual 
tone. “I’m sure we won’t return until it is time for the midday meal. Then we can 
discuss what needs to be done.” 

“You are wise for one so young,” said Virgil, looking at Alex. 

“T am young,” said Alex, “but I have already seen more than many older 
men. As for wise, we will have to see about that.” 

Virgil smiled and nodded his understanding. The two of them sat quietly by 
the fire for several more minutes before anyone else woke up. 

“I feel strong enough to battle a troll,” said Skeld, as he stretched and 
walked to the fire. 

“But not a three-legged troll,” said Alex, remembering his first adventure. 

“No, not a three-legged one,” said Skeld, laughing. “I’ll leave those to you, 
as you are so good at dealing with them.” 

“Don’t talk nonsense,” said Dain, rolling out of his blankets and joining the 
group by the fire. “Only a madman would willingly fight a three-legged troll.” 

“Well, I wasn’t really willing,” said Alex. 

“What’s that?” Dain asked, stunned. “You fought a three-legged troll?” 


“Not by choice. That, however, is a story for another time.” 

Dain let the matter drop, busying himself with preparing breakfast, but he 
continued to glance at Alex from time to time as if hoping for the story to be 
told. Alex was not in the mood to tell stories, and he simply waited by the fire 
for their breakfast to be ready. 

Rallian was the last to wake, and he only began to stir when the sausages 
and eggs were nearly done. He sat up quickly, looking around in confusion. He 
looked surprised to be there and a bit lost as well. 

“Forgive me,” said Rallian, getting to his feet. “I thought that you were all a 
dream and that I would wake up in the dungeon tower of Karmus once more.” 

“You don’t need to worry about that,” said Dain as he bit into a sausage. 
“We’re all real enough, and the breakfast is too. Come and have some before 
young Tom here eats it all.” 

Tom couldn’t reply because his mouth was too full, but he tried anyway. 
Tom coughed and spit bits of food, and the rest of the company laughed. 

“T don’t know much about cooking here in Nezza, so I hope it’s to your 
liking,” Dain said, bowing and handing a plate to Rallian. 

There was little talk as they ate. Rallian was a bit withdrawn, visibly 
nervous to be among so many strangers. Alex was thoughtful, considering the 
plan he had formed in the night. The others seemed to be thinking as well, and 
even Skeld was unusually quiet. 

“Will you walk with me?” Alex asked Rallian, handing his empty plate 
back to Dain. “We should talk, and I think Virgil and his company would 
appreciate the chance to talk in private.” 

“Yes, of course,” said Rallian, quickly handing his own plate back to Dain 
and thanking him. 

Alex led Rallian away from the others, moving west toward a high spot that 
looked out over the desert. He did not speak as they walked, though he noticed 
that Rallian kept looking at him nervously. When they reached the high spot, 
Alex stopped and looked out across the red sands. 

“The oracle Tempe lives out there somewhere,” said Alex, turning his gaze 
from the desert to Rallian. 

“T have heard stories,” said Rallian, his own gaze dropping to the ground. 

“Tt would be good to speak with the oracle if we can,” Alex said. “Oracles 
can see many things that men—and even wizards—cannot.” 

“T have heard that it is dangerous to seek the oracle,” said Rallian. “There 
are many dangers in the desert, and few of my people go there willingly.” 


“The only danger in visiting an oracle is finding out about yourself,” said 
Alex, turning west. “Oracles see possibilities, and right now it would be good to 
know what the possibilities are.” 

“T will go where you lead,” said Rallian in a resolute tone. 

“So your desire to go north to Lord Talbot as fast as possible has cooled,” 
said Alex. 

“The excitement of being free from imprisonment clouded my judgment,” 
said Rallian. “Lord Talbot sent Virgil and the others to find me; I am in his debt. 
I must go north to thank him for his kindness, but for now I will follow where 
you lead.” 

“But I do not lead,” said Alex. “I came to Nezza to help my friend Skeld. 
Virgil is the leader of this group of adventurers, and they came to rescue you.” 

“Still, I will do as you say,” said Rallian, his voice firm. “You saved me 
from my uncle and from Magnus. I am your servant and will obey your wishes.” 

“You are not my servant, Rallian,” said Alex. “You owe service to your 
people, not to me.” 

“But I must repay my debt to you,” Rallian said. “What kind of prince 
would I be if I did not repay your kindness?” 

“A poor one,” Alex admitted. “Still, you can best repay me by helping your 
people. They have suffered much under the rule of your uncle and his servant 
Magnus.” 

“Yes, Lazar has never cared about the people. He thinks the people owe him 
respect and loyalty because he is born of high blood.” 

“Respect and loyalty must be earned,” said Alex. “But I see that you know 
that already. In my short time here, I have heard stories about you, and I think 
you would make a good ruler of this land, but it is not my place to say who 
should rule.” 

“Tf not yours, then whose?” Rallian asked, turning to look directly at Alex 
for the first time. 

“Only you can decide if you will be king of Nezza,” answered Alex, 
holding Rallian’s gaze. “Only you can decide if the risk is worth the prize.” 

“Some of the lords of the outer kingdoms have urged me to claim the 
kingdom,” said Rallian. “I have hesitated only because I doubt my own ability to 
rule.” 

“All men have doubts,” said Alex. “Perhaps you are better suited to be king 
because of your doubts.” 

Alex gave Rallian several minutes to think about his words. He watched the 


prince; he knew how hard it was to overcome self-doubt. In the end, Rallian 
smiled and nodded to Alex. Alex returned the smile, then began to explain the 
plan he had come up with during the night. 
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“Telling stories, Skeld?” Alex asked as he and Rallian walked back into the 
camp a few hours later. 

“He was pressed into it,” said Virgil, getting to his feet and bowing to Alex. 

“Our friends wanted to know more about you,” said Skeld. “You don’t need 
to worry; I’ve left out the best parts.” 

“Then I fear your storytelling has been long and boring.” Alex laughed. 

“Long, but not boring,” said Virgil. “I appreciate the time and the privacy 
you granted us, Master Taylor. We have discussed the matter at length, and there 
is one matter that remains unsettled between us. You have given aid to our 
company when it was most needed. We are in your debt and would offer you 
payment for your kindness.” 

“As you wish,” said Alex, bowing to Virgil. “Such payment is customary 
between adventurers, Rallian. You don’t need to look so concerned.” 

Rallian nodded and took a seat beside the fire. 

“Master Taylor,” Virgil began, “as leader of this company, I offer you one 
half of all rewards we may receive for this adventure. Further, though we have 
not found any treasure yet, I will add one half of any secondary treasure we 
might gather on this adventure. Lastly, we have decided that each member of this 
company will make an additional payment to you. These payments will be a 
private matter between you and each of us. Are these terms acceptable to you?” 

“You are most generous,” said Alex, bowing to Virgil and the rest of the 
company. “Perhaps too generous. I cannot accept. Instead, I will ask one quarter 
of any rewards your company receives for Rallian’s rescue, and only an equal 
share in any secondary treasure gathered. As for any additional payments, I will 
discuss them with each of you as time permits. Are my terms acceptable to 
you?” 

“Now you are too generous,” said Virgil. “You have saved our lives and 
rescued the prince. Surely, one half of our promised reward is a small thing 
compared to what we owe you.” 

Alex looked around at the company. “Very well. I see your minds are made 
up on this point. I will accept one half of all rewards. But I will insist on only an 


equal share in any secondary treasure—no more. Anything more, I will discuss 
with each of you as time allows.” 

“Agreed,” said Virgil, looking relieved. 

“T told you he would try to get out of it,” Skeld said to Virgil. 

Alex hadn’t really expected to make any money on this adventure because 
he hadn’t signed an adventurer’s bargain or agreed to follow Virgil as the 
company’s leader. He was only here because Skeld had needed his help. Now he 
was deeply involved in a new adventure—an adventure that none of his new 
friends were aware of. 

“Prince Rallian,” Virgil said, turning to face the prince. “We were hired by 
Lord Talbot to search for you. He and some of the other lords of the north 
wanted to know if you were still alive. I believe our duty now is to take you to 
Lord Talbot.” 

“T see,” said Rallian thoughtfully. “And if I choose not to go north to Lord 
Talbot at this time?” 

“We will not force you to travel with us,” said Virgil, his eyes moving from 
the prince to Alex and back again. “We only ask that you accompany us. If you 
wish to go elsewhere, we will do what we can to assist you.” 

“Master Taylor has advised me to seek Tempe the oracle,” said Rallian. “I 
think his advice is good. As he will also be traveling in that direction, I would 
ask that you and your company join us in our visit to the oracle. Once that is 
done, I will be in a better position to decide my future.” 

“Master Taylor is wise,” said Virgil. “We will travel with you to the oracle. 
If, after your visit, you wish to go north to Lord Talbot, we will be happy to 
accompany you there. If you wish to go some other way, then we will do all that 
we can for you.” 

“You are most kind,” said Rallian, bowing. 

With their plans made, Dain began cooking their midday meal. Alex took a 
seat beside Skeld, intending to ask him what stories he’d been telling. He didn’t 
get a chance because the rest of the group started asking him questions about his 
first adventure as soon as he sat down. As it turned out, Skeld had told the 
majority of the story but had left out a great many details. Alex found himself 
retelling the story almost from the beginning. 

When it was almost time for their evening meal, Alex had only gotten as far 
as the bandit attack that he and his friends had faced in Vargland. He was starting 
to lose his voice and said he would have to finish the story another time. 
Normally, it wouldn’t have taken so long to tell the story, but everybody kept 


interrupting and asking him questions. 

“You have met elves, then?” Rallian questioned, a look of wonder on his 
face. “They are real and live in other lands?” 

“Yes,” said Alex. “Are there no elves in Nezza?” 

“We only have stories of them,” said Rallian. “But like many things here, 
they are stories for children. They say the elves live in the mountains of the far 
north and in the far west, beyond the desert. I’ve always hoped the stories were 
true, but I’ve never heard of anyone seeing an elf in Nezza.” 

“Elves are hard to see unless they wish to be seen,” Dain said. “With all the 
wars in Nezza, I am not surprised that no one has seen an elf for many a long 
year.” 

“There is little magic of any kind in Nezza,” said Alex. 

“True enough,” said Skeld. “It took us more than a week to summon the 
geeb we sent to you.” 

“And he would not return when I asked him to,” said Alex. 

They all fell silent for a time, waiting for Dain to finish cooking their meal. 

“You look troubled, Alex,” Virgil said once Dain began handing out plates 
of food. 

“T am,” Alex admitted. “There is little information about Tempe, and I’m 
not sure how we should start looking for her.” 

“I can help you with that,” said Virgil. “I once knew an adventurer who 
claimed to have met Tempe. He said there was a river flowing into the desert, 
and if a person followed the river, he would find Tempe.” 

“Did he say how far into the desert the river flowed?” Alex questioned, 
remembering his dream from the night before. 

“He did not, but as long as there is a river to follow, we should be fine,” 
said Virgil. 

“True, but rivers that flow into deserts do not always flow out again. With 
all the trouble Lazar and Magnus have been making, the river may no longer 
flow into the desert at all.” 

“But the riverbed would still be there,” said Virgil. “That at least would be a 
guide.” 

“Perhaps,” Alex agreed. “I just wish we had more information.” 

Alex could see that his own troubled thoughts were now bouncing around 
Virgil’s mind. The Adventurer’s Handbook didn’t say much about Tempe and 
nothing at all about a river running into the desert. In fact, the book advised 
people looking for Tempe to take plenty of water with them. It was possible that 


the adventurer Virgil knew had never even been to Nezza, so looking for a river 
flowing into the desert might be a complete waste of time. Still, Alex had 
dreamed about the river, and Tempe’s name had come to him before he woke. 


ee 


The next morning, Alex was the first one awake again. He wandered away 
from the group and stood looking west. He was taking a chance going into the 
desert, but he thought the rewards would be worth any risks. 

“Where do we start our search?” Virgil asked over breakfast. 

“There is a wide valley leading into the desert a few miles north of here,” 
Alex said, remembering the landscape he had flown over as a raven. “It is as 
good a place as any to start looking.” 

“And if there is no river?” Virgil asked. 

“Then we will find another way,” Alex said with confidence. “I’m sure 
we'll find a way into the red lands. Whether Tempe will speak to us when we get 
there, I cannot say.” 

“You mean she might refuse?” Rallian asked, looking from Alex to Virgil. 

“Oracles speak only to those they wish to speak to,” said Alex. “But I 
believe she will speak to us.” 

“Then let us begin our search,” said Virgil, sounding bolder than he looked. 
“Tf Alex thinks the oracle will speak to us, I believe that she will.” 

Once everyone had finished eating and packing, Alex led the group north 
toward the valley. Virgil and Rallian walked on either side of him. 

The valley Alex had seen was actually farther away than he’d thought. By 
the time they reached the edge of the valley, it was well past midday. Virgil and 
the rest of his company were nearly worn out, and Dain set about fixing them a 
hurried meal. 

Alex wanted to press on as soon as possible, but he knew he should let his 
friends rest. He walked toward the edge of the valley alone. It was as if 
something was calling to him from the desert—a strange voice that he could 
only feel and not hear. He stood at the edge of the valley and saw what looked 
like a dried-up riverbed cutting through the red lands. 

Something strange caught his eye, and he blinked to make sure he was 
seeing clearly. Places along the riverbed were shining in the sun. It looked like 
there might be some water in the dry riverbed after all, but only in spots. As he 
watched, the shiny spots seemed to move from place to place. 


At the end of the hour, Alex got the others on their feet and pressed 
forward. He had great hopes that the river he had seen shining in the sun would 
lead them to the oracle. 

The ground between the edge of the valley and the river was crisscrossed 
with dry gullies and covered with large broken stones. Between the difficult 
terrain and the weakness of Alex’s companions, it was nearly dark before they 
reached the banks of the river. 

“The river is dry,” said Cam, his voice dry and raspy. 

“Mostly dry anyway,” Skeld added as he walked toward a small pool of 
water. “It can’t have been dry for long though, this water is still fresh.” 

Alex followed Skeld to the pool and examined it. He didn’t think it was the 
same one he’d seen from the hills above the valley. He had seen movement, and, 
as far as he knew, puddles did not move. 

“Strange,” Rallian commented as he looked up and down the river. “These 
pools are fresh, but the rest of the river is dry. I would say the pools were from 
the rain, but rain is scarce in western Nezza this time of year.” 

“Tf it was rain, the rest of the riverbed would not be so dry,” said Dain. 

“Something’s not right here,” Alex said as he looked around. 

“You sense something?” Virgil asked. 

“I do,” said Alex. 

Alex didn’t know how to explain what he was thinking and feeling to his 
companions, so he chose not to speak at all. He stood watching the dry river as 
Dain cooked their evening meal and the others made camp. Alex felt like he was 
waiting for something, but he didn’t know what it could be. 

After the meal, Alex returned to watching the river, trying to understand 
what he was feeling. Something was going to happen, he was sure of it. There 
was magic at work here, but he couldn’t put his finger on what it was or why it 
was here. 

“You should rest,” Rallian said to Alex as the rest of the company were 
rolling into their blankets. “You have done more than any of us. Surely you need 
rest more than we do.” 

“I am fine,” said Alex. “But I’ve forgotten—I’m carrying your blankets.” 

“The others have provided,” said Rallian with a slight bow. “You are 
distracted, and they have been most kind.” 

“Then rest, my friend,” said Alex without looking away from the riverbed. 
“Our journey may be a long one, and you will need all of your strength.” 

The empty river filled Alex’s mind. For a moment, he thought he must have 


been falling asleep, because he thought he saw water flowing in the river. He 
blinked and saw only the dry sand. 

“Please,” said Rallian at last, “you need to rest. Without you, I don’t think 
any of us will see our homes again.” 

“A sad thought,” said Alex, turning away from the river for the first time all 
evening. 

“Perhaps so,” Rallian agreed. “But I will feel better if I know you are 
resting with the rest of us.” 

“As you wish,” said Alex, bowing to Rallian and rejoining the company. 
“Perhaps sleep will help me find what I am looking for.” 

Rallian seemed to relax as Alex rolled himself into a blanket. 

Alex, however, did not go to sleep. He lay awake for a long time, thinking 
about his plan to find the oracle. Then he thought about what was happening in 
Nezza. He also thought about what Magnus might be up to and tried to imagine 
what he would do if he were Magnus. 

Alex jumped up when the noise came. He looked around, trying to 
determine where the noise was coming from and what it was. Everyone else was 
sitting up as well, anxious and alert. Alex realized he was hearing the sound of 
moving water—and it was coming from the river. He ran back to the edge of the 
river, stopping before he fell into the water. 

“But... it was dry,” said Tom, walking up behind Alex. 

“Full enough now,” said Dain. 

“There is more water here than there should be,” said Rallian. “The western 
rivers are always low this time of year.” 

“Where would so much water come from?” Skeld asked. 

“There is both more and less water here than there should be,” said Alex. 

“More and less?” Virgil questioned. “How is that possible?” 

It was a moonless night. Alex conjured several balls of bright white light so 
they could see the river better. The river looked almost ready to flood. For 
several minutes, they all stood watching the water rush by, unsure of what to do 
next. 

Finally, Alex sent his weir lights dashing back and forth across the river, 
then upstream and down again. He wanted to know how much water was really 
in the river. This was old magic, and he didn’t think Magnus had anything to do 
with it. 

As suddenly as the noise of rushing water had started, it stopped. There was 
no sound at all and no water in the river beside them. Once again Alex sent his 


weir lights dashing about, but the riverbed looked as dry as it had when they’d 
first arrived. 

“This cannot be,” said Rallian. 

“Some evil magic,” said Cam. “Magnus has done something to the water so 
it only flows in spots.” 

“Magic, yes, but I don’t think Magnus has anything to do with this,” said 
Alex, calling the weir lights back to him. “Now I understand the shining I saw 
before. The river flows in some places, and the water reflects the sunlight. But 
the magic is like nothing I’ve ever seen before.” 

“Why would anyone try to dry up a river?” Skeld asked. 

“Perhaps to keep people from following it,” Virgil answered before Alex 
could. “If someone thought this river led to the oracle, they might want to 
discourage people from following it. It would be difficult to guard the entire 
river, so Lazar had Magnus dry it up.” 

“This is not a matter to take lightly,” said Rallian. “Dark magic is at work 
here. We should leave this place as soon as possible.” 

“Calm yourself,” said Alex. “We have nothing to fear. This is old magic, 
very old. This is not the work of Magnus. ” 

“Perhaps not, but I would be happier if the river were either all dry or all 
wet,” Rallian answered. 

“I think all wet would be best,” said Alex. 

The rest of the company laughed slightly at Alex’s words but stopped when 
Alex stretched out his staff toward the river. He spoke softly, his mind focused 
on the river in front of him. He paused, calling up the power of the dragon to 
help him break this spell. After a moment, he struck the dry riverbed with the 
foot of his staff and commanded, “Flow free” in a loud voice. 

There was a gurgling sound where Alex had struck the sand, and water 
appeared. Alex pushed his magic outward, knowing that it would have to move 
along the entire length of the river. 

Suddenly a warning from his O’Gash shouted in his mind: Wait! There is 
something more behind this! 

It was too late. Alex’s body tightened like a wire, every muscle pulling into 
knots and holding him in place. His muscles were so tight he couldn’t even make 
a sound. The water spread out across the sand, filling the empty riverbed. Alex 
remained motionless. For a moment, the waters of the river stood perfectly still, 
and then they started to move. The cramps that had seized him relaxed as soon as 
the water moved. He staggered slightly, catching himself with his staff before he 


fell. The sound of the river hid the gasp that escaped Alex, but not the cry of 
pain that came from Rallian. 

“Prince Rallian>?” said Virgil. 

“T’m all right, just . . . just give me a second,” Rallian answered. He was on 
his knees, trying to get back to his feet. Virgil and Skeld stood on either side of 
the prince, helping him to stand. 

“What happened?” Alex asked. His own body felt weak. 

“I... Im not sure,” said Rallian. “For a moment, when the water started to 
flow, well...” 

“You cried out in pain and collapsed,” said Skeld when Rallian didn’t 
continue. 

“A few moments of pain,” said Rallian. “It felt as if every muscle in my 
body was about to tear itself apart. I’m fine now, I think.” 

“Aye, we’ll all be sore and stiff before morning,” said Dain. “Especially if 
you’re not used to all this walking. Cramps can often take you with no warning 
at all.” 

“Yes, that must be it,” said Rallian. 

Alex wasn’t so sure. There was some connection between the magic he had 
just broken and Rallian. He understood why he had felt the pain—he was the one 
breaking the magic—but why had Rallian also felt pain? 

“Your magic is powerful,” said Cam in an awed voice, looking at the river. 

“Tt was a strange spell—not what I expected,” said Alex, his eyes still on 
Rallian. 

“Freeing the river from its curse and letting it flow freely again is a noble 
deed,” said Skeld. 

“When the desert river flows, and the eastern wind blows,” Rallian recited 
softly. 

“What was that?” Alex asked. 

“Nothing,” said Rallian. “Just an old story that has no meaning.” 

“There is always meaning in old stories, even if we have forgotten them,” 
said Alex, more to himself than to anyone else. 

“T think we should all try to get some sleep,” said Virgil. “Tomorrow we 
enter the red lands of Nezza, and we will need all our strength.” 


Chapter Nine 
The Red Lands 
~—— 





The next morning, Alex woke to the sounds of Dain cooking. While 
breaking the spell on the river had not been difficult, it had taken a great deal of 
power. Alex moved slowly as he rolled out of his blankets, worried that the 
cramps from the night before would return. There had been some other magic at 
work, something tied to the curse on the river, something very old. His O’Gash 
had tried to warn him, but the warning had come too late. 

The smell of cooking bacon reached Alex’s nose, making his stomach 
rumble. He pulled his boots on with care, testing his body as he moved. The 
other magic had been set loose when he’d set the river free. It had caused him 
pain, and it had also hurt Rallian. There was some link between that magic and 
Rallian, he was sure of that, but now he could find no trace of that magic. 

“So we’ve found the river that flows into the desert,” said Virgil. “Now we 
must see how far into the desert it flows.” 

“Perhaps not,” said Alex, moving toward the campfire. “Tempe may not 
live at the end of the river but somewhere along its banks.” 

“T hope it is not too far,” Cam commented. “Even with a river close by, the 
desert is a hard place to travel.” 

“A little sun will do you good,” said Skeld. “Our time in captivity has left 
you as white as a lily.” 

“Speaking of lilies,” said Alex. “How is it that your wife, Lilly, let you go 
on this adventure? You haven’t been married long enough for her to grow tired 
of you already.” 

“T told you, Virgil is Lilly’s cousin,” said Skeld. “He’s the one who talked 
her into letting me come along.” 

“And I am glad that I did,” said Virgil. “If Skeld had not called on you for 
assistance, we would still be guests in Lazar’s dungeon.” 

“And I would be bored at home,” said Alex. 

“Better to be bored at home than in the dungeons of Karmus,” Dain 
observed, handing Alex a plate full of food. 

“He wasn’t in the dungeons for long, was he,” said Tom. 

“And neither were we, once Master Taylor arrived,” Cam added. 


“Please,” Alex said. “I am happy I could help. I am pleased you are all 
recovering from your imprisonment, but please, call me Alex.” 

“Don’t be too hard on them,” said Skeld with a smile. “Few adventurers 
ever get to travel with a wizard.” 

“And fewer still call them by their first names,” Virgil added, putting his 
blankets back into his magic bag. “I suppose we should make a start as soon as 
everyone is finished eating.” 

“The red lands of Nezza,” said Cam thoughtfully. “I have heard stories 
about these lands, even in my far-off home.” 

“Then you have heard more than most,” said Dain. 

“I know a few stories,” said Rallian, a nervous note in his voice. 

“Stories to fear?” Skeld asked. 

“T would guess that Rallian’s stories are less than accurate,” said Alex. “It 
seems that most stories in Nezza have been told to keep people from knowing 
the truth.” 

“TIl not deny that,” Rallian admitted. “Our stories say that all wizards are 
evil and all magic is black, but I can see that those stories are not true.” 

“Well, whatever stories there are, we will have time to hear them as we 
travel,” said Virgil. 

Once they all had finished breakfast, Virgil led the group along the 
riverbank and into the red lands. Alex walked beside Rallian, watching the 
young prince. He could see how nervous Rallian was and admired him for 
moving forward without complaining. He thought Rallian would make a good 
king, but it was not up to him to decide who would be the king of Nezza. 

They walked all day, stopping now and then to rest. Cam told them some of 
the stories he’d heard about the red lands as they walked. The best ones were 
about the fabulous wealth hidden in the western desert, hidden treasures that 
were protected by some kind of monster. 

“Our stories speak of the different monsters that live in the desert,” Rallian 
commented after Cam finished his story. 

“T wonder if any of them are true,” Tom said, excited. “It would be good to 
collect some treasure while we’re here.” 

“What good is treasure if you don’t get home to spend it?” said Dain, his 
eyes scanning the desert. 

“Always looking at the bright side.” Skeld laughed, giving Dain a friendly 
push. 

When the sun started to sink in front of them, they found a sheltered spot 


near the river to camp for the night. The land they had been walking through was 
a desert, but it was not the sandy wasteland that Alex had expected. There were 
many trees growing along the river, and their green leaves stood out brightly 
against the red rocks that covered most of the ground. 

“Not much of a path,” Dain observed as he cooked their evening meal. 
“You would think the path to an oracle would be in better condition.” 

“T’ve seen no sign of a real path all day,” said Tom. “Perhaps this is not the 
river we should be following.” 

“Tempe may be well known, but not because a lot of people speak with 
her,” said Alex. “She is known for the things she has done.” 

“What things?” Rallian asked. 

“She once named the ruler of the three lands,” Virgil replied when Alex 
remained silent. “Most people who have spoken to her do not talk about the 
experience. Perhaps she is best known for what people don’t say.” 

“Mystery is always a friend of oracles,” said Dain. 

“What kind of things will Tempe tell us?” Rallian asked. 

“What an oracle says to a person is for that person alone,” Cam answered. 

Rallian frowned and then began to ask more questions. Alex smiled as he 
remembered the first time he had spoken to an oracle. He had spoken to Iownan, 
the Oracle of the White Tower in Vargland, one of the best known oracles in all 
the known lands. He hoped that Tempe would be as kind as Iownan had been. 

The next morning, they continued to follow the river into the desert. The 
sand dunes now came down to the river’s edge on its far side. The sand near the 
water was bloodred, and it looked as if the desert was trying to get a drink from 
the river. 

“How long do you think we have before Lazar comes looking for us?” 
Virgil questioned as he walked beside Alex. 

“Tm sure he is already looking for us,” said Alex. “I suspect he will look 
east first, thinking we will try to get to the arch and escape from Nezza.” 

“East first, but then what?” Virgil questioned. “He knows this river leads to 
the oracle. He might send men to prevent our going this way.” 

“Then he has already failed,” said Alex. “I doubt that Lazar will send too 
many soldiers this way in any case. We are outside of his kingdom here and 
sending soldiers here will cause trouble.” 

Their second day in the desert ended, and the rocky valley walls had almost 
disappeared. The sand dunes were set well back from the water’s edge, kept 
away by large rocks. It looked as if the river had washed the sand away, leaving 


only a wide path of bare rock that the company could walk on. There were no 
longer any trees along the river, only a few small bushes. 

“No wood for a fire,” Cam commented, sitting on a nearby rock. 

“Tt will get cold tonight,’ Skeld added. “The desert may be hot in the 
daytime, but the nights will be cold.” 

“We should have brought some wood with us,” said Tom grumpily. 

“Why didn’t you say so before we left the wood behind?” Cam asked, also 
sounding grumpy. 

“A cold dinner, then,” said Dain. 

“Not at all,” said Alex. “What good is a wizard if he can’t provide a 
cooking fire from time to time?” 

Alex moved to where Dain was taking food out of his bag. He found a low 
spot between two large rocks and conjured up a bright yellow fire. Dain looked 
skeptical, as if a magical fire could not possibly cook their food. Alex laughed at 
the dwarf’s suspicious look and sat down next to the fire. 

“A useful bit of magic,” said Dain, still eyeing the fire. 

“Hot meals are always better than cold ones.” Skeld laughed, winking at 
Alex. 

Alex let the fire continue to burn long after their meal was cooked. Even 
when everyone began rolling themselves into their blankets, Alex continued to 
sit by the fire. He moved his hand slightly, and the flames became smaller. He 
didn’t feel tired, and his mind was still puzzling over what had really happened 
when he’d broken the curse on the river. The other magic had always been there, 
waiting for someone to break the curse, but why? 

“You should rest,” Rallian said, looking over the fire at Alex. 

“You worry too much,” said Alex. 

Rallian didn’t reply but lay down and closed his eyes. 

Alex knew that Rallian was still unsure of wizards and magic, but he 
couldn’t do anything to change that. After thinking things over once more and 
finding no answers, Alex pulled out his own blankets and rolled into them. Skeld 
was right: it was going to be a cold night. 

Alex let his magical fire go out, and as its light vanished, the night sky 
came alive. Alex didn’t think he had ever seen so many stars. He lay awake, 
looking up at the sky and taking note of where the brightest stars shined. It 
would be good to know the night sky of Nezza in case they had to travel at night. 
With Lazar hunting them, there was a good chance of that happening. 

When Alex finally fell asleep, he dreamed about the desert around him. The 


sand was soft and warm, not hot and scratchy like real sand would be. He moved 
through the sand effortlessly, gliding gently over the dunes and sometimes 
diving into them like they were water. It was a wonderful feeling, and at first 
Alex didn’t realize what shape he had taken in his dream. When he came to the 
river in his dream, he saw his reflection in the water. He was a giant snake, 
brightly colored with bands of red, yellow, and black around his huge body. 

Alex looked across the desert of his dreams. Dark clouds filled the sky of 
Nezza, and in the distance, he could see flashes of light. Even being so far away 
from the lightning he could still feel it, like a thousand tiny sparks running 
through him. His massive snake body twitched nervously, and unexpected fear 
flooded into him. Danger was moving toward him, and he wasn’t sure that the 
deep sand of the desert would be enough to protect him from the storm. 

Virgil’s voice broke into Alex’s dream. “He’s gone! Wandered off or lured 
away.” 

“Who’s gone?” Alex asked, rubbing his eyes and getting to his feet. 

“Rallian,” answered Virgil. “Gone in the night from the looks of it. His 
tracks lead into the desert.” 

Alex looked to where Rallian had been sleeping. The blankets were still 
there, but Rallian was not. Without saying anything, Alex ran toward the red 
sand dunes. He could hear Virgil and the others following him, but his mind was 
focused on Rallian and the storm in his dreams. Tracks led up the dunes, and 
Alex charged toward them as fear gripped his heart. 

The dune was difficult to climb; the sand shifted under his feet, making him 
slide back down the dune and pulling him away from his goal. Gasping for air as 
he reached the top of the dune, Alex’s eyes automatically followed the tracks 
Rallian had left in the desert sand. 

Not far from the bottom of the dune, Rallian stood as if he’d been turned 
into a statue. In front of Rallian was a huge snake, its head raised slightly off the 
sand. It almost looked like the snake was talking to Rallian, but Alex could see 
that Rallian was too terrified to speak or even to run away. 

“Hold!” Alex yelled, rushing down the dune, his staff held out in front of 
him. 

Alex was concentrating on the snake, but Virgil and the others must have 
thought he was yelling at them because they stopped at the top of the dune and 
did not follow. 

Half running, half sliding through the sand, Alex prepared to freeze the 
giant snake if it moved to attack Rallian. The snake turned its head to look at 


Alex, and at that moment, Alex stumbled in the sand. He tried to get his feet 
under him but discovered that there was nothing there. The sand dune had been 
hollowed out, and as Alex fell into the empty space, he realized it was a trap. 

Desperately, Alex tried to move forward, away from the dune. Sand was all 
around him, falling into the empty space with him, and he knew that if he didn’t 
do something fast, he would be buried alive. A jarring pain hit him, and his legs 
folded as he hit solid ground. Instantly he pushed off with all the strength he had, 
leaping free of the trap. He landed facedown in the sand and immediately tried to 
roll away from the dune. 

When he opened his eyes, all Alex could see was dusty sunlight. He tried to 
get up but found that he was buried up to his waist in sand. 

Rallian was still standing where he had been, but the snake had vanished. 
Twisting as far to one side as he could, Alex saw that Virgil and the other 
adventurers were still standing at the top of the dune with stunned looks on their 
faces. 

“Rallian,” Alex called. “Come and help me.” 

Rallian turned toward him slowly—he looked confused and lost—and then 
he moved a few yards toward Alex. 

“Rallian, I need your help,” Alex said, working on digging himself out of 
the sand. It was nearly impossible for Alex to move the sand and free himself 
because every time he pushed some of the sand away, more of it slid down the 
slope to cover him. 

“What ... what happened?” Rallian asked as he dropped to his knees and 
started pushing sand away from Alex. 

“Tt was the serpent,” said Alex. 

“What serpent?” 

“PII explain later. Help me get out of this sand.” 

Rallian worked fast, and together they managed to clear away most of the 
sand. Then Alex felt something that turned his blood cold. A vibration traveled 
through the sand, a vibration that told him something was moving nearby. 
Twisting to look back at the dune, Alex could see the sand was moving above 
him, and more sand was sliding down the side of the dune toward him. 

Virgil, Skeld, and Dain ran down the side of the dune toward Alex and 
Rallian while Cam and Tom remained at the crest of the dune, scanning the 
desert. When the dune shook again, the three would-be rescuers stopped in their 
tracks. Alex realized what was coming. He managed to pull his staff free of the 
sand and let loose a bolt of lightning that struck the dune about halfway between 


himself and Virgil. 

The sand glowed white-orange where the lightning bolt struck, and Alex 
gritted his teeth as the electric charge danced through the sand and his buried 
legs. The giant snake under the sand must have felt the shock as well, because it 
almost jumped out of the dune. Its body slithered between Cam and Tom, 
sending them tumbling down the far side of the dune. At the same time, a wave 
of loose sand came crashing down on Virgil, Skeld, and Dain, sending them 
tumbling head over heels down the dune. 

“Get your company together on this side of the dune,” Alex yelled at Virgil. 

Rallian was digging near one of Alex’s legs while Alex scanned the dunes 
for any sign of the serpent. Virgil managed to get back to his feet and was yelling 
for Tom and Cam. He got his feet under him and started back up the dune. Skeld 
followed Virgil, and Dain ran to help Rallian free Alex. The serpent had 
vanished again, but Alex was sure it hadn’t gone far. 

It took less than a minute for Dain and Rallian to pull Alex free of the sand, 
but it felt longer to Alex. He saw that Virgil was almost at the top of the dune, 
but he froze when a bone-chilling scream filled the air. Tom came flying over the 
top of the dune as if he’d been tossed by a giant. He almost knocked Virgil down 
as he landed and rolled through the sand. The serpent appeared right behind 
Tom, and, to Alex’s horror, Cam was clamped in the serpent’s jaws. 

“Cam!” Virgil yelled, rushing forward to attack the snake. 

Virgil’s attack was pointless. The serpent dove back into the dune, 
vanishing from sight and taking Cam with it. For a second, Alex was 
dumbstruck, unsure of what to do or how to do it. Virgil appeared to be lost in 
rage and confusion as well. It was Skeld who took control. 

“Virgil, to me,” Skeld yelled, dragging Tom to his feet. 

The three adventurers stumbled down the sandy slope, and Alex, Dain, and 
Rallian met them a few yards from the base of the dune. Alex held his staff up, 
ready for another attack. He sent his magic out, searching for the serpent and 
Cam, even though he knew there was nothing at all he could do for Cam. 

“A difficult creature to get hold of,” said Virgil. 

“Are you sure you want to get ahold of it?” Alex asked. 

“We could retreat to the river,” said Skeld. “This serpent cannot hide so 
well in the stones near the river.” 

“Could we get back over this dune without being attacked?” Virgil asked. 

“T don’t understand how we got here,” said Rallian. “Why are we in the 
desert at all?” 


“The serpent enchanted you,” Alex answered. “It used magic to lure you 
out into the sand, knowing that the rest of us would follow.” 

“A magical enemy, then,” said Virgil. “How do you suggest we deal with 
this, Alex?” 

“We force the serpent out of its hiding place,” Alex answered. He made a 
gesture, and a small cloud appeared over the company, a cloud that looked like a 
hand. Closing his eyes for a moment, Alex finished his first bit of magic, then 
lifted his staff. 

“You might want to cover your eyes,” he said. 

Alex let his magic loose. A massive bolt of lightning shot from the head of 
his staff, striking the sand behind the company. Another lightning bolt flew to 
the left side of the company, and a third to the right side. Alex continued to blast 
the desert with lightning, and after seven or eight bolts had struck, he felt a 
vibration under his feet. He let another bolt loose, this time directly in the middle 
of the company. 

“Careful with those,” Skeld shouted. 

“Be happy you have your boots on,” Alex shouted back, shuffling his own 
bare feet in the sand. 

The giant snake exploded out of the sand in front of them, forcing them to 
close their eyes and put their hands up to keep the sand out of their faces. Then 
the serpent raced for a dune that was fifty yards away and dove into the sand like 
it was water. 

Alex pushed out his right hand, and the cloud he’d created slammed like a 
meteor into the sand where the serpent had vanished. 

Alex closed his eyes in concentration as his magic raced after the snake. He 
probed the air in front of him with his right hand as though looking for 
something, and then he closed his hand into a fist. Slowly Alex drew his hand 
back, and, when his hand reached his chest, the sand in front of the company 
grew into a mound. Rallian and the adventurers all moved behind Alex, their 
eyes looking from the growing mound to Alex and back again. Finally, the sand 
slipped away and the massive serpent appeared, its head held in Alex’s ghostly 
fist. 

“By the ancients!” said Virgil. 

“Tve never...” Skeld started. 

“Speak,” Alex commanded the snake. “Speak if you have anything to say.” 

“T speak only to curse you,” hissed the snake in a language that Alex not 
only recognized but could understand. He had heard this language twice before, 


both times from the mouths of dragons. 

“You would curse me for defending myself and my friends? Your curses 
have no power, and if they are all you have, then I will silence you forever.” 

“Perhaps, but you will pay for my destruction,” the serpent answered. “My 
masters will crush you, wizard. Your power is nothing compared to the power of 
the...” 

“The power of what?” Alex asked. 

“The power of my master,” said the snake. 

“First you say masters, and now you say master,” said Alex. “I think your 
rage has betrayed you. You were going to say the power of the Brotherhood, 
weren’t you?” 

“T know nothing of a Brotherhood,” hissed the snake. “Kill me if you will— 
I cannot stop you.” 

Alex twisted his closed fist, forcing the serpent to look directly at him. 
“First you must show me all that you have done.” 

“Never!” screamed the serpent. 

“Never?” Alex repeated. “Then I will ask you one question. If you answer 
true, I will kill you quickly. Lie to me and you will suffer a slow and painful 
death.” 

“What is your question?” 

“The young lords of Nezza—the seven who have vanished—were they sent 
to you?” 

“Yes, they were given to me,” the snake answered. “If you are looking for a 
king to rule this land, your plans have failed. There will be no true king in Nezza 
now, wizard.” 

“Rallian still lives,” said Alex. “Why did you not kill him when you had the 
chance?” 

The serpent did not answer, and Alex didn’t expect it to. Closing his eyes, 
Alex clenched his fist as tightly as he could. He could hear the serpent thrashing 
in the sand in front of him, trying to break free of his magic. A loud cracking 
snap filled the air as the serpent’s neck broke in the grip of Alex’s cloudlike 
hand. Alex opened his fist, wiped his hand on his pants, and then waved away 
the magical cloud he had created. He turned away from the dead serpent and 
started back toward the river. 


ee 


Later, as Alex and his friends ate their breakfast by the river, Rallian told 
them how the serpent had called him into the desert. To Rallian it had all seemed 
like a dream, at least until he had woken up face-to-face with the giant snake. 
Nobody said anything about what Alex had done to the snake, which Alex was 
grateful for. 

“Two members of my company dead, and our adventure not yet near its 
end,” said Virgil, glancing at Alex. “I must have been a fool to accept this 
adventure.” 

“Tt was my plan that brought you into the desert,” said Alex. “I should have 
thought things through more carefully.” 

“Stop that, both of you,” Dain interrupted. “You’ll forgive me if I’m out of 
place, Virgil, Master Taylor, but it’s no good you two blaming yourselves for 
what’s happened. Adventures are dangerous at the best of times, and from what 
I’ve seen of Nezza, these are not the best of times.” 

“Dain’s right,” said Skeld. “We all know the risks. We don’t talk about it, 
we try not to even think about it, but we all know what might happen.” 

Virgil and Alex exchanged a glance and then nodded. Alex knew his friends 
were right. Adventures were dangerous, people got killed, and there was nothing 
he could do about it. 

Alex was troubled, however, because Virgil and the others looked to him 
for answers, and he wasn’t even part of their company. He didn’t want to be in 
charge, and he didn’t want to offend Virgil by acting like he was in charge. What 
he really wanted was to be part of the company, but that was not possible. 

There was something else Alex knew, something he didn’t feel ready to 
share with his friends. Their quest to find Rallian and take him north had become 
something more important. They were fighting for the future of Nezza, even if 
they didn’t know it. He would have to explain things to them soon, but for now 
he didn’t have the words. 

“Another day in the sun and sand, then,” said Skeld as they started off after 
their meal. 

“And how many more days before we find what we are looking for?” Tom 
questioned. 

No one offered a reply to Tom’s question. None of them knew how long it 
would take to find Tempe, and it was no use guessing. 

Alex walked behind the company as they traveled. He wasn’t sure what he 
wanted or even what he should do. All he knew was that he felt alone, even 
though he wasn’t. 


Chapter Ten 
Tempe 
‘e 


For two more days, the company followed the river into the desert, and to 
Alex each day seemed a little longer than the one before. At night he sometimes 
wondered why and how he had been chosen to save Nezza from evil and to find 
a true king for the land. Surely there were other wizards who could do a better 
job. Wizards with more knowledge, more experience—wizards who actually 
looked like wizards. 

Alex knew he was young to be a wizard, and he was painfully aware that he 
looked even younger than he really was. How could he possibly convince all the 
kingdoms of Nezza to follow one true king? 

Alex had come to find Skeld and help him, and that was done. Virgil and 
his company had come to find Rallian, and that was done. Alex knew there was 
more he still had to do, but he didn’t know how he could do it. He traveled 
forward looking for answers, talking little and laughing less as the days passed. 

Skeld tried to cheer Alex up, but Alex would only smile at his friend’s jokes 
before returning to his own thoughts. Alex was grateful for Skeld’s efforts, but 
there were too many dark thoughts in his mind for him to remain happy for long. 

On the morning of their fifth day in the desert, the company was sitting 
around the fire that Alex had conjured, eating their breakfast, when a large raven 
landed on Alex’s shoulder. Alex was as surprised by the sudden appearance of 
the bird as everyone else, and was even more surprised when the raven spoke to 
him. 

“Greetings, young wizard and dragon lord,” said the raven in a croaking 
voice. “Greetings from Tempe, the Oracle of the Red Lands.” 

“My greetings to Tempe,” said Alex, shaking off his surprise. 

“Tempe has sent me to answer any questions you might have,” the raven 
continued, “and to say that though you will reach her house by midday, she will 
greet you this evening.” 

“Alex,” said Skeld suddenly, his eyes wide with wonder. “Can you 
understand this bird?” 

Alex looked around at the others and noticed the amazed—even stunned— 
looks on their faces. He didn’t understand their looks, as the raven seemed to be 





speaking the common language clearly enough despite being a bird. 

“Of course I do,” said Alex. “Can’t you understand him? He’s speaking 
plainly enough.” 

“They can’t understand me,” the raven croaked. “They don’t know how to 
listen properly, so they hear only a raven’s rough caws.” 

Alex turned his attention back to the raven. “What do you mean they don’t 
listen properly?” 

“Their minds are tangled with unimportant things. Too busy to listen.” 

“T see,” said Alex. “Tell me, most noble bird, what questions can you 
answer?” 

“Almost any that you have,” the raven answered, hopping up and down a 
few times on Alex’s shoulder. 

“Well then,” said Alex, “why is it that Tempe will not greet us until this 
evening?” 

“She will greet you when evening comes,” said the raven, cocking its head 
at Alex. “The others will not be greeted until tomorrow.” 

“Why is that?” Alex asked. 

“The others are not wizards and would not have come this way without you, 
so she will not greet them until tomorrow.” 

“T see,” said Alex again. “What is your name? How should I address you?” 

“T am Stonebill,” answered the raven, flapping his wings slightly. “And you 
are Master Alexander Taylor, wizard, elf friend, dragon slayer, dragon lord, and 
many other things as well.” 

“You seem to know a great deal about me, Stonebill,” Alex remarked. 

“Tempe told me some,” said Stonebill, tilting his head. “I can see most of it 
for myself.” 

“Then you see more than most,” said Alex. 

“I do,” said Stonebill. 

“Alex,” Skeld said in a nervous tone, “what does the raven say? How is it 
that you can speak the language of the bird?” 

Alex turned to Skeld, confused. “I’m not. I’m speaking the common 
tongue.” 

Skeld shook his head and looked nervous. “Your voice . . . it croaks like the 
raven’s.” 

“Magic is strange at times,” Stonebill said to Alex. “There are few who can 
talk to birds, and there are many stories and legends about such a gift. Your 
friends have probably heard stories that ravens are ill omens, but those are only 


stories.” 

Alex nodded. “Allow me to explain things to my friends, then you and I 
will have a long talk as we walk to Tempe’s house.” 

Stonebill did not reply but fluttered down to land on Alex’s knee. 

Alex explained to his friends that the raven had come from Tempe, and that 
they would reach her house by midday. That much was easy for the company to 
understand, but they did not understand why she wouldn’t greet them until the 
next morning, or how Alex could talk with the raven. 

“Does the oracle not wish to speak with us?” Tom asked. 

“Oracles do as they please,” said Dain. “It is not our place to question 
Tempe.” 

“But why send a raven and not a geeb?” said Virgil, looking at Stonebill. 

“T’m sure it’s all right,” said Alex in a reassuring tone. “Stonebill said that 
ravens are not bad omens, so you can stop worrying about that.” 

“Ravens are respected in Norsland,” said Skeld. “Many people offer them 
shiny objects and other such things that they like as gifts. They hope the ravens 
will bring luck to their homes.” 

“They are feared in Barkia,” said Tom nervously. “It is said they can cast 
spells and bring evil on people.” 

“I don’t know about that,” said Alex. “I am sure that Stonebill is not here to 
bring evil on us.” 

“Ravens are rare and noble creatures,” said Rallian suddenly. “There is a 
raven on the royal seal of Nezza, and there is a story that the first king of Nezza 
had a raven he could talk to.” 

“Perhaps he did,” said Alex. “We should be on our way. We can discuss 
ravens and the stories about them when we reach Tempe’s house.” 

The others agreed, but only Skeld, Virgil, and Rallian seemed pleased by 
the raven’s presence. Tom and Dain both continued to look at the bird nervously. 
Personally, Alex was happy that Stonebill had come. He spent his time talking 
with the raven as they marched forward. 

“Around the next bend we will see Tempe’s house,” Stonebill said to Alex a 
few hours later. “It is a fine house.” 

Alex told the others what Stonebill had said, and they all walked a little 
faster, wanting to see the house of the oracle. Around the next bend, they came 
to a high waterfall with steps cut into the red stone beside it. The steps led down 
to a lush green oasis. 

“An unexpected find in these harsh lands,” said Virgil, reaching the top of 


the steps and looking down toward the oasis. 

“Not at all what I expected,” said Dain, admiring the stonework of the steps 
and path. 

Alex looked down the steps as well, remembering the dream he’d had. 
Several fine-looking buildings were visible from where they stood, but the most 
impressive building was the massive red pyramid that stood at the center of the 
oasis. 

As they moved down the steps, Alex felt a familiar tingling in his hands and 
feet. He smiled, remembering the first time he’d felt it. Back then, he had been 
on his first adventure and hadn’t known anything at all about oracles. It seemed a 
long time ago, and he now knew a great deal about oracles and their powers. 

“The large house to the right has been made ready for you and your 
friends,” said Stonebill in Alex’s ear. “There will be food waiting, as well as 
baths and beds and anything else you might need.” 

“Tempe is most kind,” said Alex. 

Alex directed the others to the large house, and as Stonebill had said, 
everything they could need or want was waiting for them. Alex was a little 
surprised to not see servants in the house, but Stonebill told him that Tempe’s 
servants were seldom seen. Alex nodded and continued to question the raven 
about Tempe and her household. 

By the time Alex and his companions had finished bathing and eating, the 
sun was sinking. Stonebill had given Alex directions to a fountain near the 
pyramid and told him Tempe would meet him there. Then Stonebill flew out the 
window and vanished into the shadows. 

“You should all remain here,” said Alex to the rest of the company as he 
prepared to leave for his meeting with Tempe. 

“Is there danger?” Virgil asked. 

“No,” replied Alex. “Tempe has prepared this house for us, so I think it best 
that everyone remain close to it.” 

“As you wish,” answered Virgil with a bow. 

Alex left, suddenly realizing that while telling the others to remain at the 
house had been the right thing to say, Virgil should have said it. In fact, Alex felt 
sure that Virgil would have said it, if he hadn’t spoken so quickly. Now he 
worried he had taken away from Virgil’s honor. 

“You are greatly troubled for one so young,” said a soft, kind voice. 

Alex looked up in surprise, not realizing that while worrying about 
speaking out of turn he had already reached the fountain. Tempe was standing 


beside the fountain. She wasn’t at all what Alex had expected. She was short and 
plump, with a round, happy face and pure white hair. He stopped to look at her 
for a moment, and then, remembering his manners, he bowed. 

“You’re not what I expected either,” said Tempe, her smile widening as she 
spoke. “I look so little like your friend Iownan, and even less like your other 
friend, Katrina.” 

Tempe laughed as she finished speaking. It was a warm, good-natured 
laugh, and Alex felt himself relax. 

“I know enough to not judge oracles by their looks,” said Alex with another 
bow. 

“There’s no need to be so formal,” said Tempe, waving off Alex’s bow. “I 
may be an oracle, but you are a wizard and a dragon lord. If we can’t speak 
plainly to each other, then to whom can we speak?” 

“There is wisdom in what you say, but plain speech can be a dangerous 
thing.” 

“You also show wisdom, but I think there is little danger for the two of us,” 
said Tempe. “Come now, let us sit by the fountain and discuss deeper matters.” 

“Deeper matters?” 

“You hide your thoughts well. Some you even hide from yourself,” said 
Tempe, moving to the side of the fountain and sitting down. “Yet in your heart 
you know these hidden thoughts, even if you doubt them.” 

“Yes,” said Alex, nodding. “I have thought about many things these last few 
days, and many of those thoughts I’ve tried to hide.” 

“T will dig them out for you,” said Tempe, motioning for Alex to sit down. 

“A simple enough task for an oracle.” 

“A wizard’s mind is no simple thing,” said Tempe, her smile fading and her 
tone serious. “I will try to help you, but in the end, only you know your own 
mind.” 

“Help is always welcome,” answered Alex, sitting on the edge of the 
fountain. 

“Then I will ask, why do you think you are here?” 

“I came with my friend Rallian to seek you out.” 

“No, not here in the desert—here in Nezza,” said Tempe, looking into 
Alex’s eyes. 

“I came to help my friend Skeld. He and his companions were in trouble, 
and I came to help them.” 

“That is done. Why do you remain?” 


“I... There is more for me to do here in Nezza. This land is in danger of 
falling into darkness. The land needs a true king, and I must confront Magnus of 
Karmus and try to destroy him.” 

“Good, you see the bigger picture,” Tempe said softly. “Unblock your mind. 
Share your thoughts and feelings with me.” 

Alex focused his thoughts, then slowly let his troubles melt from his mind. 
For a long time there was silence, and then Tempe spoke again. 

“You should not doubt your feelings. They are often correct and should be 
followed.” 

“But it is not my place to choose the king of Nezza.” 

“You are a wizard, and in most places that is enough. You are also a dragon 
lord, and that should be more than enough.” 

“A young wizard with little experience,” said Alex. “How can I choose a 
king when I know so little about this land?” 

“The land of Nezza has chosen him,” Tempe said matter-of-factly. “If this 
land has also chosen you to help the king rise to power, then I think it has chosen 
wisely.” 

“Perhaps,” Alex allowed. “But, wizard or not, I am still young.” 

“Age does not matter. You are a wizard and so must do those things that 
only a wizard can do.” 

“Tt will be difficult, even dangerous, for my friends.” 

“They have paid a high price already, and that price may grow larger still. 
Everything of worth is difficult. Your friends know why they are here. They 
have already chosen this danger for themselves.” 

Alex listened to the water falling in the fountain, pondering what he should 
do next. Tempe did not interrupt his thoughts, but let him sit in silence. 

“T know little of Nezza and its people,” Alex said at last, “but I would not 
force a king on them, even if they need one.” 

“Then we agree that the prince should be king,” said Tempe, understanding 
what Alex was trying to say. 

“Yes. But with things in Nezza as they are, I cannot see how Rallian will 
win the crown.” 

“If he can win the crown, it will still be difficult to hold, at least at first,” 
Tempe added. “There will be those who claim to accept him, thinking to betray 
him later.” 

“Will you tell him that he is to be king?” 

“T will tell him he can be king,” Tempe answered with a smile. “Will be is 


very definite, and I have not grown so old that I would say something like that.” 

“Then what path should I take? How should I lead him?” 

“Lord Talbot is a good man,” said Tempe. “He is honored by all the lords of 
the outer kingdoms and feared by most of the inner ones. If he will accept 
Rallian as the true king, the path to the crown will be smoother.” 

“Then I will take the prince to Lord Talbot,” said Alex. “That will make 
Virgil and his company happy.” 

“A company that you wish to be a part of?” 

“There is a bond between adventurers. I am not a member of this company, 
and I miss the bond. I feel like an outsider, an outsider that they all look to for 
answers.” 

“Get to know them. They all respect you, but they fear you as well. Even 
your friend Skeld is a little afraid of you.” 

“Perhaps a little fear is a good thing.” Alex laughed. 

“Not fear, but perhaps wonder.” 

“Wonder, then,” agreed Alex. 

“Now, I must ask you about the curse that fell on you and Rallian when you 
set the river free,” said Tempe. “Have you discovered what it is? Do you 
understand the price you’ve paid?” 

“The curse that was on the river was not Magnus’s doing,” said Alex. 

“No, it was not,” said Tempe. “But you did not answer my questions.” 

“T had a moment of great pain, as did the prince,” Alex answered slowly. “I 
can find no other trace of the magic, or what it was meant to do.” 

“The river was cursed many years ago, when the last true king of Nezza left 
this land. Your pain was part of the pain this land has endured. You felt it 
because you broke the curse. Rallian felt it because he is of the royal line. The 
true kings of Nezza are connected to the land. As the king prospers, so does the 
land. If the land is in pain, the true king will feel it.” 

“Why was the river cursed?” Alex asked. “Did the magic do something 
more than just cause pain to Rallian and myself?” 

“The river was cursed because I failed,” Tempe answered. “The last true 
king of Nezza came to me, seeking counsel. I warned him about what would 
happen if he left this land in search of a dream that could never be. He would not 
listen to my advice, and the river was cursed—broken, just as the kingdom was 
broken. Now you have removed the curse, and by doing so you have released 
another magic into this land, a magic that is a danger to all who live here.” 

“How so?” 


“The magic is a spell of remembrance,” said Tempe. “The spell that you set 
free moves across Nezza even now, reminding the people of the past. They will 
recall old injuries, old hatreds. This magic will make men seek revenge on old 
enemies, and it will drive all the kingdoms to war.” 

“But the kingdoms are all at war now,” said Alex. 

“Not open war,” Tempe answered. “They may not work together, and they 
may attack each other from time to time, but it has been many years since all of 
the kingdoms of Nezza were openly at war with each other.” 

“Then I have been a great fool,” said Alex. “I have brought a great evil into 
the land of Nezza.” 

“Perhaps,” Tempe answered. “But this magic will also make the people of 
this land remember what it was like when there was a true king. They will desire 
to have a true king again. That is the chance you need to make things right, a 
way for this great evil to be turned to greater good.” 

“How?” 

“Such unrest will make it easier for Rallian to raise an army. He will surely 
need an army if he is to win his crown.” 

“A dangerous game, the making of kings,” Alex observed. 

“Yes, a dangerous and costly game. A game that we must win,” said Tempe. 

Alex sat in silence for a time, thinking about the task in front of him. He 
thought about the army Rallian would need to build and the battles that would 
have to be fought. He had to help Rallian become the king of Nezza, and at the 
same time prevent all of Nezza from being destroyed by war. 

“One more answer before we part,” Tempe said. “The question you have 
not asked about Magnus: What are his plans? Is he connected to the Gezbeth, the 
monster that you and the other wizards hunt?” 

“You know about the Gezbeth?” Alex asked in surprise. 

“Yes,” Tempe answered. “The council of wizards has informed me of their 
thoughts regarding this greater evil. I believe that this Brotherhood you’ve 
discovered is the evil, but you should consider something. In all the years of war, 
no one kingdom has ever taken control of Nezza. The evil has never taken 
control of Nezza. It seems that this Gezbeth wants the wars of Nezza to go on 
and on.” 

“Yes, I see what you mean,” said Alex. 

“Magnus has been a part of all this,” Tempe went on. “He has worked for 
years to keep the kingdoms from growing close. He is also responsible for the 
young lords of the inner kingdoms finding their deaths in the desert sands. Yet 


the serpent did Rallian no harm.” 

“Magnus has a plan,” said Alex. “I don’t know what it is, but I’m sure he 
has a plan.” 

“His plans are dark to me as well,” said Tempe. “I see no order in what he 
does, but I fear that you, Rallian, and the adventurers you travel with are now at 
the center of his plans.” 

“What can I do?” Alex asked. “How can I protect Rallian and the others?” 

“Do what you feel is right,” Tempe answered. “That is all anyone can do.” 

“And the Gezbeth?” Alex asked. 

“T believe that the council is wrong in its thoughts,” said Tempe. “This idea 
of the Gezbeth does not hold. Evil does not trust or willingly share power. If 
many evils in different lands are working together, they do so out of fear or with 
the hope of gaining greater power. Yet there will be only one master, one that all 
the others fear and obey. He will not share his true goals with the lesser evils that 
he uses.” 

“T agree,” said Alex. “But we must fight the lesser evils that we can see. If 
there is only one head, it is well hidden. We have to destroy the smaller evils and 
hope to find the head, or perhaps force the head to reveal itself to us.” 

“We are in agreement, then. Tomorrow I will speak with you again,” said 
Tempe as she got to her feet. “Then you should be on your way. Time has 
become your enemy, at least for now.” 

Alex left the fountain behind, but he did not return to the house where his 
friends were. He walked along the path and stood next to the pool at the bottom 
of the waterfall. Tempe had given him a lot to think about. For a long time he 
stood there, and when the stars began to fade, he turned and walked back to his 
friends. 
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The next morning, the company awoke to find breakfast waiting for them 
by the fountain. There was little talk as they ate, and Alex could see that his 
companions were nervous about meeting the oracle. Stonebill arrived while they 
were eating. The raven stood on the table, talking to Alex and looking around at 
the others as they ate. When they finished, Stonebill told Alex that Tempe was 
waiting for them by the pyramid. 

“Strange for the oracle to speak with you last night,” Skeld said as they 
walked along the path. “Wizards are normally the last to speak to an oracle.” 


“Oracles keep their own counsel,” said Dain nervously. 

“Tempe said she would speak with me again today,” said Alex. “After she 
has spoken with all of you.” 

They reached the open ground in front of the massive pyramid and found 
Tempe standing at the bottom of a stone stairway. The stairs led part way up the 
pyramid to a large opening. Tempe smiled as they approached, and bowed 
slightly to Alex. 

“Welcome, dragon lord,” said Tempe. “Welcome, Prince Rallian of Karmus, 
and welcome, noble adventurers. Welcome to the pyramid of the red lands. It has 
been a long time since any have come this far into the desert.” 

“We thank you for your greeting and your kindness,” said Virgil, bowing to 
Tempe. 

The rest of them bowed when Virgil bowed, and Alex could see how much 
this pleased Tempe. She looked at all their faces, pausing for a moment on 
Rallian. Virgil and the others began to shuffle their feet a little, nervous at the 
long silence. 

“Walk with me, Virgil of Norsland,” said Tempe at last, holding out her 
hand. 

Virgil stepped forward, taking Tempe’s hand and bowing once more. Tempe 
led him up the side of the pyramid, turning back once they reached the entrance. 

“Stonebill will let each of you know when it is your time,” she called. 

With these final words, Tempe and Virgil disappeared inside the pyramid. 
Alex and the others stood watching for a moment before finding a place to sit 
down to wait. 

“She greeted you as dragon lord,” Skeld said. “Is it true? Have you become 
a dragon lord?” 

“On my last adventure,” said Alex. 

“How? Where? You must tell us this story,” said Skeld. 

“Another time,” said Alex. “For now, you should each consider what you 
will ask the oracle.” 

“Tve never been to such a well-known oracle before,” said Tom, his tone 
both nervous and excited. 

“How were you chosen as an adventurer?” Alex asked, glad to steer the 
conversation away from his becoming a dragon lord. 

“An old witch who lived near my home told me,” said Tom, embarrassed. 
“She is a healer, and a finder.” 

“And something of an oracle, I would guess,” said Alex. 


“I believe so. She has named other adventurers,” said Tom. 

“There is no need for shame,” said Dain. “Few adventurers are chosen by 
great oracles. I believe most of us were told by wise women or witches, or 
perhaps old magicians.” 

“What is this choosing?” Rallian asked. 

“Adventurers do not choose themselves,” Alex explained. “Not just anyone 
can be an adventurer; it is something different and special, so they must be 
chosen by oracles or by other magical means.” 

“Do you think I could be an adventurer?” asked Rallian, a hopeful tone in 
his voice. 

“T think you could be,” said Alex. “But I also think you are chosen for some 
other task. We should wait and see what the oracle has to say.” 

Rallian seemed a bit dejected, but he quickly shook it off. He asked the 
others how they had been chosen. 

“A stone mage,” said Dain, looking proud. “That’s not to say he was a 
wizard. A stone mage has power over rocks and earth. They are much honored in 
the dwarf realms.” 

They went around the group, each one telling how they had been chosen 
and joking with each other as they went. In the end, Rallian looked at Alex. 

“And how were you chosen?” Rallian asked. 

“T was chosen without knowing it,” said Alex. “I saw a sign in a window 
and asked about it. I knew nothing about adventures or magic or oracles, but 
suddenly I was on an adventure.” 

“Stop that,” said Tom suddenly, and they all looked around at him. 

Stonebill was pecking at Tom’s shoe and squawking at him. Tom was trying 
to get up and pull his shoe away from the raven at the same time, and he wasn’t 
able to manage either. 

“He says it is your turn,” said Alex. 

Tom stood up nervously and tried to smile at the rest of them. He climbed 
the stone steps and soon disappeared inside the pyramid. 

“Where is Virgil?” Rallian asked, sounding as nervous as Tom had looked. 

“Tt is customary not to rejoin your company until all have spoken to the 
oracle,” Skeld answered. “We will see him this afternoon.” 

There was little talking while they each waited for their own turn to speak 
with the oracle. Rallian asked a few more questions, but the answers always 
seemed too short to satisfy him. 

Soon, only Alex and Rallian were left waiting. Alex watched Rallian, and it 


was obvious that Rallian was extremely nervous. 

“You have nothing to fear,” said Alex, trying to calm the prince. 

“Nothing and everything,” said Rallian without looking at Alex. 

“Tt is pointless to worry,” Alex said. “What will come will come, and when 
it comes we must face it.” 

“I feel a great weight settling on me,” said Rallian, his tone sad and 
troubled. 

“Truth can be a burden.” 

“Perhaps a burden that I cannot carry,” said Rallian with a deep sigh. 

“You will not have to carry it all at once, and not completely alone. At least 
not at first,” said Alex. 

Rallian stared at the ground in front of him. He looked pale and afraid, and 
Alex wished there was something more he could say. After several minutes of 
silence, Stonebill told Alex it was time for Rallian to speak to the oracle. Alex 
nodded and put his hand on Rallian’s shoulder. 

“The oracle is ready for you,” Alex said softly. 

“Then I must go, though I fear I go to my doom,” said Rallian. 

Alex watched as Rallian slowly stood and made his way forward. It clearly 
took all the willpower and determination Rallian had to climb the steps and enter 
the pyramid. 

“He is brave,” Stonebill commented to Alex once Rallian was gone. “He 
knows nothing of oracles but the lies he’s been told since he was a child, and still 
he goes.” 

“He trusts,” said Alex. “It is difficult for him to let go of what he thought he 
knew, but he trusts what I and the others have told him. I can understand his 
fear.” 

After fifteen or twenty minutes of silence, Stonebill told Alex that it was his 
time. Alex nodded and climbed the steps. Stonebill remained on his shoulder, 
and Alex was glad to have the company. 

Alex followed the passage into the pyramid, which soon opened into a 
large, well-lit chamber. A bright beam of sunlight shone down from the top of 
the room, falling on a single silver chair where Tempe was seated. 

“Last and greatest,” said Tempe as Alex approached. 

“A humble servant,” said Alex. 

“Humble, but no servant.” 

“Did Rallian accept what you told him?” 

“Reluctantly. He fears what becoming king will cost him.” 


“And will it cost as much as he thinks?” 

“Far less, I hope,” said Tempe. “Now, what can I tell you that you do not 
already know?” 

“You answered most of my questions last night,” said Alex. 

“There is a question you have forgotten,” said Tempe. “It is a question you 
have waited a long time to answer.” 

“What question is that?” 

“What is the ring?” Tempe said with a smile. 

“Yes, the ring I won on my first adventure,” said Alex, a light coming on in 
his head. “Iownan said that she could not tell me what it was but that I should 
keep it safe and never wear it.” 

“Show me this ring,” said Tempe, leaning forward in her chair. 

Alex took the ring out of his shirt pocket, where he’d put it days before. 
He’d known that he wouldn’t be carrying his magic bag when he talked to the 
oracle but had forgotten about the ring with everything else that was going on. 
The ring was pure gold with a large black stone set in it. He had always thought 
it was beautiful, but he had never discovered anything special or magical about 
it. Tempe examined the ring for a moment then leaned back in her chair. 

“This is the great ring of the kings of Nezza,” she said, a look of wonder on 
her face. “All the true kings of Nezza have worn it. I am surprised that you carry 
it, and I wonder how it came to be in distant Vargland, where you found it.” 

“Then this ring belongs to Rallian. I should give it to him before he makes 
his claim as king,” said Alex. 

“No, not yet,” said Tempe, her eyes fixed on the ring in Alex’s hand. 
“Rallian must first decide if he will make such a claim. If you give him the ring 
now, it will force him to make his claim. Wait. You will know when the time is 
right to return it to him.” 

“You do not wish the kingdom to be forced on Rallian,” said Alex. “You 
think it would be best if he chooses to be king.” 

“Yes,” answered Tempe. “Keep the ring safe for him, or for another, if 
Rallian chooses not to be king of Nezza.” 

“Ts there another?” 

“There is always another,” said Tempe with a smile. “Many may make a 
claim to be king, and if Rallian chooses not to make a claim, then you may want 
to look for another before you leave this land.” 

Alex returned the golden ring to his pocket. He would keep the ring and 
wait for the right time to return it to Rallian, or to whoever turned out to be the 


true king of Nezza. He knew he could not force Rallian to be king, though he felt 
in his heart that Rallian would make a very good king. 

“Have I added more worries to your young mind?” Tempe asked in a kindly 
voice. 

“Not worries,” said Alex. “Though there always seems to be more to think 
about. Always something that is unexpected.” 

“Yes, that is the way of life,” said Tempe. “Whenever we think we have it 
all mapped out, life changes, and the map no longer has any value.” 

“Even for an oracle?” Alex questioned with a smile. 

“Yes,” said Tempe. “Even for an oracle.” 

Alex and Tempe talked about other things for a time. When he finally left, 
the sun was setting. He stood for several minutes, watching as the sun sank 
below the red dunes, and then slowly walked back to the house where his friends 
would be waiting. 


Chapter Eleven 
The Flight North 
— 


When Alex returned to his friends, he put away his concerns about the 
Gezbeth and the Brotherhood. He would keep his eyes open, but mostly he 
would focus on this land and the work he had to do. He would also remember 
the ring he carried and look for a time to return it to the rightful king of Nezza. 

“You have been a long time with our host,” said Virgil as Alex entered the 
house. 

“We had many things to discuss,” said Alex. “You all seem to be in better 
spirits than you were this morning.” 

“I daresay many cares have been lifted,” said Virgil. 

“And new ones given,” Rallian added. 

Rallian looked happier than he had been, but Alex suspected he was still 
worried about where Tempe’s words would lead him. Alex gave him an 
understanding nod and a smile before turning his attention to the food that was 
laid out for them. He felt more like part of the group now. It was as if Tempe’s 
words had lifted a weight from him, or at least lightened the load he had to carry. 

“We should leave at first light,” said Virgil, looking at Alex for his opinion. 

“A wise plan,” said Alex. “You will be going north, then?” 

“Yes. Rallian has agreed to travel to Lord Talbot’s kingdom with us,” Virgil 
answered. “We would be honored if you would travel with us as well. Perhaps 
we can repay some of the kindness yov’ ve shown us.” 

“I believe that my path lies north as well, and we would be safer traveling 
together,” said Alex. 

“Will you come with me to Lord Talbot?” Rallian asked, a hopeful look on 
his face. 

“I will if you wish,” said Alex, bowing slightly to Rallian. 

“She told you,” Rallian said to Alex in a low voice. 

“Tempe did not tell me what she said to you, as that would break the trust. 
She helped me understand what I already knew, and what I already believed to 
be true.” 

“Are wizards also oracles, then?” Rallian asked, looking puzzled. 

“Wizards see many things others do not,” Alex answered. “I am a young 


wizard, and I don’t always understand what I see.” 

Rallian seemed to accept this answer and turned his attention back to their 
meal. Virgil began discussing their plans to go north as they ate, and he sounded 
confident. Personally, Alex worried about what Magnus and the Brotherhood 
might be doing. Soldiers could make things difficult, especially if there were a 
lot of them, but Alex didn’t think Lazar would risk sending too many men into 
the nearby kingdoms. 

“Lazar will have spies looking for us, even if he won’t send soldiers,” Virgil 
said. 

“As soon as we are seen near a town or village, word will be on its way to 
Lazar,” said Skeld. 

“If we blunder into any group of soldiers, whether they are Lazar’s or not, 
things could get ugly,” said Dain, scowling. 

“Not if Master Taylor is with us,” said Tom, glancing at Alex. 

Alex smiled at Tom but did not reply. 

“If we are careful, we can avoid any soldiers, and most, if not all, of the 
spies,” said Skeld. 

“Tt will be dangerous, no doubt,” said Virgil, holding up his hand for the 
others to remain silent. “We will travel north and face what dangers there are as 
we go.” 

With Virgil’s final words, the discussion was over, and the conversation 
slowly turned to happier topics and stories of past adventures and dangers. Alex 
listened to their stories, interested in finding out more about his companions. 
Rallian sat apart from the others, and Alex could tell he was thinking about what 
his future held and not really listening to the stories at all. 

The next morning they ate breakfast, which again had appeared without any 
sign of Tempe’s servants. Stonebill flew into the house about halfway through 
the meal. He fluttered down on Alex’s shoulder and told him that Tempe wanted 
to say good-bye to them all by the fountain. Alex told his companions, and the 
news seemed to cheer them all. 

“A send-off from the oracle is a good omen,” said Dain, finishing his bacon 
quickly. 

“A sad parting,” Skeld noted. “We have come far and fast to find the oracle, 
and already we must leave.” 

“We have an adventure to continue,” Virgil said. “We have been a long time 
getting things done.” 

“And we would have been longer .. . ” Tom started and stopped, glancing 


at Alex. 

Alex could see that Tom was both impressed by him and afraid of him. 
There was something about Tom that caught his attention, but he couldn’t quite 
put his finger on what it was. His thoughts were interrupted by a small pop and a 
loud ding. 

“A geeb!” said Virgil in surprise. 

“A what?” Rallian asked, looking in wonder at the strange creature that had 
suddenly appeared on the table. 

“A bottle-necked geeb,” said Virgil. “They are magical creatures used to 
Carry messages.” 

“T’ve never seen anything like it,” said Rallian. 

“PII explain about geebs as we travel,” Alex said to Rallian. 

Rallian nodded, but his eyes didn’t leave the geeb. 

“Do you have a message for us?” Virgil asked the geeb. 

“Honk,” the geeb answered, its head taking the shape of a small horn. 

“Do you have a message for me?” Alex asked, pushing his plate away. 

“Ding,” the geeb answered, its head now taking the shape of a bell. 

“May I have it please?” Alex asked. 

“Ding, ding, ding,” the geeb replied. 

“T sent a message to my friend, Whalen Vankin, before I found you,” Alex 
told the others as he accepted the message from the geeb. “I had heard there 
might be dark magic in Nezza and wondered if Whalen knew anything about it.” 

“You know Whalen Vankin?” Tom asked, amazed. 

“Who is Whalen Vankin?” Rallian asked at almost the same moment. 

“Whalen Vankin is possibly the greatest wizard alive,” Alex said to Rallian, 
and then, looking at Tom, he added, “Whalen is my teacher. He’s the one who 
asked me to take my staff.” 

Alex opened the message the geeb had given him, far too interested in what 
Whalen might have to say than in answering any more questions. 


Alex, 


Something must be going on in Nezza, because I’ve never had such a hard 
time finding a geeb to deliver a message. 


I haven't heard of any dark wizards in Nezza, but so little news comes from 


there that it is difficult for me to say what’s happening there. Be careful in 
your travels, and try not to let yourself be known. I don’t think you’ll run 
into anything you can’t handle, but if you need me, I will come. 


Keep me informed, if you can find any geebs that will deliver a message. 


Yours in fellowship, 


Whalen 


“Well, it seems even Whalen has had trouble sending geebs to Nezza,” said 
Alex, handing the note to Virgil. He turned to the geeb. “Have you been paid?” 

“Honk,” the geeb answered. 

“Can you take a reply back to Whalen Vankin?” Alex asked. 

“Ding.” 

“Here you are, then,” said Alex, tossing a small emerald toward the geeb. 

The geeb bounced off the table and caught the emerald as it fell through the 
air, leaving several coins on the table in exchange. 

Alex quickly took out his writing things and started his message. He wanted 
to let Whalen know how things were going and also to pass along the clue he 
had discovered about the Brotherhood and a person of interest named Gaylan. To 
make things quicker, Alex magically duplicated the letter he had found in 
Magnus’s room and attached it to his own short note. 

“Please take this message to Whalen Vankin,” said Alex, handing the 
envelope to the geeb. “If you require more payment, you can return, or Whalen 
will provide it.” 

“Ding,” the geeb replied, and then it vanished. 

“Amazing,” said Rallian, looking at the space where the geeb had been. 

“Useful creatures,” said Alex, collecting the coins the geeb had left for him. 
“Now I think we should go say good-bye to Tempe. We have kept her waiting 
long enough.” 

With Alex’s comment, they all filed out of the house and headed for the 
fountain where Tempe was waiting. 

“And so it is good-bye already,” said Tempe. “Though perhaps some of you 
will return one day.” 


“We would all hope to return,” said Virgil, bowing to Tempe. 

“Travel quickly if you can,” said Tempe, looking from Virgil to Rallian. 
“Time may be on your side, if you move quickly enough.” 

“You have our thanks,” said Virgil. 

“A word, if I may, Master Taylor,” said Tempe. 

Alex stepped forward, and Tempe led him to the other side of the fountain. 

“T have a favor to ask,” she said, a worried look in her eyes. 

“How may I be of service?” Alex questioned. 

“Well, it’s Stonebill,” said Tempe. “He wants to travel with you and see a 
bit of the world. I told him I’d ask you if he might come along.” 

“A welcome addition,” said Alex. “Can you spare him?” 

“For as long as he wishes to be gone. And he is useful,” Tempe added 
quickly. “He knows a bit of magic and can speak to most of the animals of 
Nezza.” 

“Talents that may come in handy,” Alex said thoughtfully. 

“PII warn you now, though,” said Tempe, looking concerned. “He may 
become quite attached to you and beg you to take him with you when you leave 
Nezza.” 

“And you think I should not?” Alex asked, puzzled. 

“T think you should do what your heart tells you,” said Tempe, her smile 
returning. “I just don’t want you to think you have to take him.” 

“He is welcome to come now, and when I leave Nezza, we will see,” said 
Alex. 

“Very well, then, he will catch up with you along the river,” said Tempe. 

With Alex’s agreement to take the raven, Tempe said her final good-bye to 
the company. Alex and the others bowed to Tempe and did not rise until she had 
left. Once she was gone, they turned around and started back toward the river 
and their adventure. 

It was midday when Stonebill caught up to Alex and the others as they 
marched beside the river. He seemed happy to be there and thanked Alex for 
taking him along. It seemed to Alex that Rallian was almost as happy that 
Stonebill would be traveling with them as Stonebill was. 

“Ravens are a symbol of the king,” said Rallian. “It is a good sign to have 
so noble a bird with us.” 

Stonebill, who understood the common language, was pleased to be called a 
noble bird. So pleased, in fact, that he asked Alex to thank the prince for him and 
to ask him if he might ride on the prince’s shoulder. This request made Rallian 


happy, and Alex smiled at them both as they walked along the red stone path. 

They made better time coming out of the desert than they had going into it. 
Their speed was improved mostly because Virgil and the others were almost 
completely healed from their stay in the dungeons of Karmus. But they also 
wanted to hurry in case Lazar had sent guards to the river in an effort to prevent 
them from leaving the desert. 

Days later, when they were nearing the valley where they’d first entered the 
desert, Alex sent Stonebill ahead to search for any soldiers that might be there. 
He suspected that someone would be watching the river and he wanted to know 
for sure. 

“T will find them if they are there,” said Stonebill. 

“And be careful,” Alex added, watching as the raven took flight. 

Alex and his companions continued to follow the river, but at a slightly 
slower pace, stopping several times to talk and plan. They needed to know what 
was ahead of them and be prepared to face whatever it might be. 

As the sun was setting they made camp, but Stonebill did not return. Alex 
was worried but decided that the raven knew his business and would return as 
soon as he could. 

Virgil suggested that they keep watch that night, and they all agreed that it 
would be a good idea. Virgil refused to allow Alex or Rallian to draw a watch, 
insisting that it was his company’s duty. Alex accepted Virgil’s decision, but 
Rallian seemed unhappy about it. He wanted to do his share, and his desire to do 
his part impressed Alex. 

As the others were climbing under their blankets, Alex remained by the fire. 
He didn’t feel tired, and his worries about Stonebill lingered at the back of his 
mind. Dain, who had drawn the first watch, sat beside Alex in silence, and 
together they watched the flames of the fire die to glowing embers. 

The flutter of wings startled Alex from his thoughts as Stonebill landed on 
his knee. The fire was almost out, and Dain had been replaced by Tom. 

“What word?” Alex asked Stonebill. 

“A dozen men are camped on the north side of the river, just at the edge of 
the desert,” reported Stonebill. “They seem unhappy with their post and are not 
watchful.” 

“Any others?” 

“A second group, maybe twenty men, is riding east along the river,” 
answered Stonebill. “They are miles away from the desert and should not trouble 
us in crossing the river.” 


“The men at the edge of the desert—do they have horses?” Alex asked, 
considering the landscape and how far they had to travel. 

“They do,” said Stonebill. “The horses are tied a short distance from the 
camp but are not guarded.” 

Alex remained silent for several minutes, thinking about what to do. He 
could see Tom’s sleepy face in the dim glow of the dying fire. 

“Are you too tired for another flight?” Alex asked Stonebill, who was still 
perched on his knee. 

“Not tired at all,” said Stonebill. 

“Then I think you and I should see about getting us some transportation,” 
said Alex. 

“And the others?” Stonebill asked. 

“Let them sleep for now,” said Alex. “Skeld drew the second to last watch. 
When his watch is near its end, he can wake the others.” 

“If the word gets passed to him,” said Stonebill, cocking his head and 
looking at Tom, who was almost asleep by the fire. 

Alex quickly explained to Tom what he wanted the rest of the company to 
do, and Tom, in spite of his sleepiness, nodded as Alex stood to leave. 

“Remember,” Alex said softly as he walked away. He was sure Tom would 
try to remember everything, but the simple spell would make sure that he did. 

Moving along the river was difficult in the darkness, but Alex only walked 
a short distance. He paused beside the river to clear his mind and then changed 
himself into a raven. It wasn’t long before he could see the too-large campfire of 
the soldiers, and he flew toward it. Gliding down in the darkness a short distance 
away from the camp, Alex returned once more to his true form. 

“They are fools,” Stonebill said, fluttering back to Alex’s shoulder. “They 
build up the fire and talk too loudly.” 

“That is good for us,” said Alex. “Are they all still awake, or only a few of 
them?” 

“Three are awake. The rest are sleeping upstream from the fire.” 

“Can you get to their horses unnoticed?” Alex asked. 

“Easily, why?” 

“Go to the horses and tell them I am coming,” Alex instructed. “If they are 
willing to go with us, I promise they will be well cared for.” 

“T think they will go with us,” said Stonebill. “These soldiers do not care for 
their horses as they should, and I don’t think the horses have any love for them.” 

“Very well,” said Alex. “I’ll be along as soon as I put the soldiers into an 


enchanted sleep.” 

“T will wait with the horses,” said Stonebill, and he disappeared into the 
darkness. 

Alex crept forward in the darkness, making his way toward the camp. He 
had only moved fifty or sixty yards along the riverbank when the sound of 
voices reached his ears. 

“How long we gonna be here anyway?” said one voice. 

“Til the captain sends word,” a second voice replied. 

“A waste of time,” said a third man. “Our real enemy is to the east.” 

“That’s true enough,” the first man answered. “With the river flowing again, 
I’d say old Magnus is up to somethin’.” 

“That’s old woman’s talk,” the second man retorted. “Ain’t no such thing as 
magic, not in this land in any case.” 

“The river’s running again, ain’t it?” a third voice said. “Lot of stories about 
this broken river. Might be some truth in some of them stories.” 

“If you ask me, old Magnus is behind it all,” said the first man, a nervous 
tone to his voice. “Him and Lazar are up to something, and we’d do more good 
in the east than we’ |l ever do here.” 

Alex moved closer to the fire, and just as the second man started to speak 
once more, he put a sleeping spell on all three of them. He stepped into the 
firelight, checking to make sure that all the guards were fast asleep. With that 
done, he cast a second spell to make sure none of the soldiers would wake until 
well after the sun came up. 

“That didn’t take long,” said Stonebill as Alex approached the spot where 
the horses were tied up. 

“The magic was simple enough to work,” said Alex. “What about the 
horses? Are they willing to go with us?” 

“They are happy for the change,” answered Stonebill. 

Alex nodded and started saddling the horse nearest to him. He would ride 
this horse and lead the others to his friends. He felt bad about leaving the 
soldiers with no horses, but he didn’t want word of missing horses to get to 
Magnus for as long as possible. With luck, he and his companions would be well 
north of the river before any news reached Magnus at all. 

Alex swung into his saddle and turned to ride east along the river, leading 
eleven horses behind him. He rode for a mile or two and found a spot near the 
river where the bank was low. He climbed off the horse and looked at the sky. 
The others wouldn’t be here for several hours, even if they moved as quickly as 


they could. He let the horses wander freely and graze on the short grass while he 
found a comfortable place to sit down. 

“Should I go and make sure they are coming?” Stonebill asked when it was 
getting close to the end of Skeld’s watch. 

“There is time,” said Alex, lying back and looking up at the stars. 

“But if the message wasn’t passed on,” Stonebill pressed. 

“Tt was,” said Alex, stretching out. “But if you are worried, you can go 
check.” 

Stonebill didn’t reply, but after several minutes of silence, he flew off into 
the darkness. Alex knew that Tom would pass the word on, and he also knew 
that Skeld would not wait until the end of his watch to get everyone moving. 
Skeld’s efficiency was a good thing. The sooner they all got here, the sooner 
they would be riding north toward Lord Talbot. 

Stonebill returned just ahead of the rest of the company. He reported that he 
had first checked that Virgil and the others were on their way, and then he had 
flown east to check on the other group of soldiers he had seen. 

“They are miles away,” reported Stonebill, sounding tired. 

“You should rest,” said Alex, getting to his feet. “We will need your eyes 
along the road.” 

Stonebill perched on Alex’s saddle and folded his wings. Alex walked 
down to the river, looking into the darkness, trying to see his friends. He could 
hear them moving along the riverbank, but the stars were not bright enough for 
him to see much. To help the others find him, he conjured up several small weir 
lights and sent them floating across the water. 

“Such lights might be spotted,” said Virgil in a worried tone as Alex helped 
him out of the river. 

“The soldiers near the desert are asleep,” said Alex. “The others are miles 
away.” 

“Once again we are in your debt,” said Virgil, looking at the horses and 
saddles that Alex had brought with him. 

“We must travel as fast as we can, and this seemed the best way,” said Alex. 
“T would have woken you, but I didn’t see any point in waking you up just so 
you could wait.” 

“Wise and kind,” said Skeld, patting Alex’s shoulder. 

The horses were saddled in no time, and the company was ready to go. Alex 
led the six extra horses behind him and rode at the back of the company with 
Tom at his side. Virgil led the company into the darkness, moving with caution 


as they climbed out of the valley and into the open lands beyond. 

By the time they stopped for breakfast, they were at least ten miles away 
from the river. As the others ate their meal, Stonebill flew ahead, looking for 
more soldiers or anything else that might slow their travel. When Stonebill 
returned, saying there was nothing to be seen for miles, they rode on. 

So they went north and east, stopping only for meals and to rest at night. 
Stonebill kept them well informed of anything or anyone along their path, so 
they managed to avoid being seen without any trouble. The land changed little as 
they traveled. It was mostly open, with only small clusters of trees to break up 
the rolling grasslands. It was a pleasant ride, and if Alex hadn’t been worried 
about their situation and what Magnus might be up to, he would have enjoyed it 
a great deal more. 


Chapter Twelve 
Thomas the Healer 
~—— 





After they had ridden north and east for almost three weeks, the landscape 
began to change. Rolling hills grew into tall mountains to the north, and the 
open, grass-covered fields changed to dark pine forests. As they rode toward the 
forests, Rallian was happier than Alex had ever seen him. 

“Lord Talbot’s lands begin on the other side of these mountains,” said 
Rallian. “Lazar would not dare send his soldiers there. At least not until he was 
ready for open war.” 

“But Lazar’s soldiers may guard the paths over the mountains,” said Virgil. 
“What we need is a way across the mountains that Lazar does not know about.” 

“Tf he has any brains at all, he will know about every path there is,” Dain 
said, spitting on the ground. 

“There is an old path that he may not know,” said Rallian, a look of deep 
thought on his face. “My father told me about it when I was young. He once 
pointed out the peaks that the path led through.” 

“If your father knew, Lazar would know as well, wouldn’t he?” Virgil 
asked. 

“Lazar has never traveled much,” said Rallian. “My father told me that my 
uncle always preferred to stay in Karmus, close to the seat of power.” 

“But your father did not believe that Karmus was the seat of power,” said 
Alex. 

“My father was wise. He knew that a king’s power came from the people he 
ruled,” said Rallian, a touch of pride in his voice. “He knew that no true king 
would make slaves of his own people or put unneeded taxes on them for his own 
gain.” 

“You have learned well from your father,” said Alex. “If you can remember 
where the path is, we may be able to slip into Talbot’s kingdom without Lazar 
knowing about it.” 

“East,” said Rallian, looking toward the mountains. “The path should run 
along that large round mountain to our east, though finding the beginning of the 
path may be a problem.” 

“We will find it if it is there,” said Virgil, bowing to Rallian. 


They rode east, staying just outside of the pine forests as they went. They 
had to move slower because the ground was more uneven and many small 
streams flowed out of the mountains. Rallian rode in front beside Virgil, which 
pleased Alex. He thought it was a good sign that Rallian was learning to take 
command, and a better sign that he knew when to let Virgil make decisions. 
Stonebill continued his habit of flying ahead of the company to see what he 
could, and it was on one of his flights that he discovered the path Rallian had 
spoken of. 

“The path begins inside the trees,” Stonebill told Alex. “There is no one 
guarding the beginning of the path, and I saw no one along it as far as the round 
mountain.” 

Alex told the others what Stonebill had seen, and Rallian was obviously 
pleased that his memory had served him so well. With Stonebill’s information 
and guidance, it didn’t take them long to find the path. 

“We should rest here,” said Virgil, looking from Rallian to Alex. “The 
climb over the mountains will be a hard one, and both horses and men need 
rest.” 

“Tt will take several days to cross the mountains this far west,” said Rallian. 
“And even after we are over them, it will take at least ten or twelve more days to 
reach Lord Talbot’s castle.” 

“Rest now, and an early start tomorrow would be best, then,” said Alex, 
looking around at the pine forest. 

“You are troubled by the forest?” Virgil asked, following Alex’s gaze. 

“Remembering troubles past,” said Alex. “I think we are safe enough, at 
least for now.” 

Virgil and the other adventurers set up camp. That night as they ate, Rallian 
told them stories of his childhood. His father had often taken him on journeys to 
other kingdoms, hoping to teach him about all the lands of Nezza. Rallian 
always spoke of his father with great respect and pride, while also sounding 
sorry that his father was not here with them. 

“What can you tell us about Lord Talbot?” Alex asked Rallian after the 
prince had finished his stories. 

“A great deal,” said Rallian. “I can tell you about his family history and 
about the land he rules. I know that he has three children, that his wife died years 
ago, and that he has never remarried. What is it that you would like to know?” 

“Pm not sure,” said Alex. “I just thought it would be good to know 
something about him before we reach his lands.” 


“You think that he might be like Lazar,” said Rallian, frowning. 

“No,” said Alex. “I’m not sure what to think.” 

“T told you he is a noble lord,” said Rallian. “He sent Virgil and this 
company to rescue me. My father trusted him, so I’m sure that I can trust him as 
well.” 

“Then I will accept your belief and hope for the best,” said Alex. 

“Your concerns are well-founded, but I also believe that we can trust Lord 
Talbot,” said Virgil. “He did set up our adventure after all.” 

“How did he set it up?” Alex asked. “I’m sure he didn’t send a geeb to Mr. 
Clutter’s shop.” 

“No, not a geeb,” Virgil said. “He sent some of his people to Telous, just 
before Lord Bray put his soldiers all around the great arch. The men Talbot sent 
didn’t understand how adventures were arranged for, but Utmar Samuelson was 
able to explain things to them. I met with them when I accepted the position as 
leader for this adventure.” 

“Utmar Samuelson?” Alex asked. 

“He’s a traveling adventure salesman that I know,” said Virgil. “Not so 
well-known as Clutter, and he often takes on clients that don’t really understand 
how adventures work.” 

“Not the normal way things are done,” said Dain, shaking his head. 

“No, not exactly normal,” Virgil agreed. “But they seemed like honest men, 
and I could tell they needed help. It was their sincerity that convinced me to 
accept this adventure.” 

“Then I hope that Lord Talbot is as sincere as the men you met,” said Skeld 
with a smile. “But I wonder sometimes if you are not too kindhearted, Virgil.” 

“T have wondered that myself,” said Tom, grinning at Skeld. “After all, he 
chose you to join this adventure.” 

“And a lucky thing I did,” Virgil interrupted. “If not for Skeld’s friendship 
with Alex, this adventure would have come to a sad end weeks ago.” 

The talk around the fire soon died down. When the others rolled themselves 
in their blankets to sleep, Alex remained beside the fire. His body was tired, but 
his mind was busy with thoughts and ideas. Dain smiled at him from beside the 
fire but remained silent, a sign of his respect, and possibly fear. 

Alex let his thoughts wander, not really focusing on any single idea that 
came into his head. After a while, he felt his mind drifting and the fire in front of 
him seemed dimmer, which was a little odd. He looked at his friends, sleeping in 
their warm blankets, and for a moment he focused on Tom’s face. Tom was 


smiling in his sleep, remembering some happy time, or so Alex thought. 

The change happened in an instant. Alex knew he was still sitting beside the 
fire looking at Tom’s face, but now his mind was someplace else. He was 
standing on a pleasant gray-green hill, a warm light shining from behind him. At 
the bottom of the hill was a low stone wall, and beyond the wall the land was in 
shadows. He had been here before, but then he had a reason, now he didn’t know 
why he was here. 

Looking around, Alex saw Tom standing a short distance away. He was 
looking down at the wall and at the shadowlands beyond it. Alex realized he was 
in Tom’s dream and not really near the land of shadows or the wall between life 
and death. 

“Tom,” said Alex, walking up beside his friend. 

“Yes,” said Tom, his eyes fixed on the wall. 

“Why are you here, Tom?” Alex asked. 

“The oracle said I would find my answer in my oldest dream,” said Tom in 
a quiet voice. “This is the oldest dream I can remember, so I’m looking for my 
answer here.” 

“Why do you dream about the wall and the shadowlands beyond it?” 

“T used to dream myself here so I could talk to my brother on the other side 
of the wall,” said Tom. 

“An older brother?” 

“He died when I was six,” said Tom. “I thought the world would end, but it 
didn’t.” 

“How did your brother die?” Alex asked, his gaze turning from Tom to the 
wall below them. 

“He was sick for a long time,” said Tom, his voice choked with emotion. “A 
healer came, but he couldn’t help. When my father asked him to call Richard 
back from the wall, the healer would not. It was the only time I’ve ever seen my 
father cry.” 

“Do you think the healer was wrong?” 

“T did at first,” said Tom, his eyes dropping to look at the ground. “But in 
my dreams, Richard told me that it was his time to cross the wall, and the healer 
would not have been able to call him back, even if he’d tried.” 

“You doubt what your brother said?” 

“Tt was only a dream. It was what I wanted to hear, even if it wasn’t true.” 

“And is this only a dream?” 

“Yes,” said Tom, looking at Alex for the first time. “You are only here 


because I am dreaming you here.” 

“You think dreams are not real, then,” said Alex. 

“They are not,” answered Tom, looking back to the wall. 

“Come,” said Alex. “I have your answer, and it is not wise to stay in this 
place for too long, even in dreams.” Alex reached out and touched Tom’s 
shoulder. There was a moment of darkness, and then he was sitting by the fire 
again. 

Tom’s eyes opened slightly, but he did not wake up. 

“Sleep,” Alex said in a soft voice. 

The next morning, Alex woke early, his mind clouded from his own 
dreams. He put his things away and sat by the fire, watching Tom. He knew what 
Tom had asked Tempe, and he also knew the answer to Tom’s question. But how 
could he let Tom know that he knew? 

Dain woke next and started building up the fire and preparing their 
breakfast. Virgil took Rallian to check on the horses, and Skeld got up slowly 
and went to look for water. Tom remained in his blankets, rolling over to get a 
little more sleep before breakfast was ready. 

When Tom woke up, he sat down next to the fire but didn’t look at Alex. “I 
dreamed of you,” he said in a quiet voice. “You came into my dreams last night 
and asked me questions.” 

“Yes,” said Alex. “And do you still think dreams are not real?” 

“How did you know?” asked Tom, looking up in surprise. 

“Because I was there, looking at the wall with you.” 

“But it was only a dream,” Tom protested. 

“Dreams are often more than they seem to be,” said Alex. 

“Then you know the answer to my question?” Tom asked hopefully. 

“The answer, and the question. Your question was harder to find than the 
answer, but I know both.” 

“Will you tell me the answer?” Tom asked, a desperate look on his face. 

“Are you sure you want to know?” Alex asked. “Answers are not always 
what we hope for, and having questions that are not answered is not always a bad 
thing.” 

“Tell me, please,” Tom begged. 

“Very well,” said Alex, taking a deep breath and looking into Tom’s face. 
“You do have some magical ability, but your magic is not what you think. You 
will not be a wizard. You will not follow the path of so-called greater magic.” 

“T had hoped,” Tom began, then broke off. 


“You have two gifts, Tom,” said Alex. “You have the gift of healing, and 
you have some magic as well.” 

“A healer? Me? But how? I know nothing of the healing arts.” 

“But you know how to get to the wall,” said Alex. “Not many can go there 
and return, even in their dreams.” 

“But—” 

“You have a gift for healing,” repeated Alex, his voice serious. “And some 
power as well. If you wish to use this gift, it must be trained. I know something 
of healing, and if you wish, I will teach you what I know while we travel 
together.” 

“Would you?” Tom asked, a hopeful tone returning to his voice. “I mean, I 
would like to learn. Can you teach me—” Tom started and then paused. “Can 
you teach me to go to the wall?” 

“Yes, I can,” said Alex. “But only when you are ready for that knowledge.” 

“Yes,” Tom agreed, nodding. “If you will teach me, I will do all that you 
say.” 

“T am not a master healer, but perhaps, when this adventure is over, I can 
help find you a teacher who knows more than I do.” 

“Would you?” Tom asked, sounding both grateful and pleased. 

“If Virgil agrees,” Alex promised. “Now, for your first lesson. You must let 
Virgil and the others know that you have these gifts.” 

“But I’m not trained,” Tom protested. 

“A gift, even an untrained one, is often of value,” said Alex with a smile. 
“And Virgil must agree before I can teach you, as he is your leader on this 
adventure.” 

“As you wish,” said Tom, bowing to Alex. 

“What are you two whispering about?” Dain questioned, breaking eggs into 
a large frying pan. 

“Tom has something to say,” answered Alex. “Something that the entire 
company should hear.” 

“Then it had better wait ’til after breakfast,” Dain said, looking from Alex 
to Tom. 

The others soon returned to camp, and Alex watched as Tom approached 
Virgil and whispered something to him. Virgil nodded, then sat down and 
accepted his breakfast from Dain. While they ate, Alex could see both Tom’s 
excitement and worry growing. Tom ate very little, and he looked almost 
relieved when Virgil stood up to address the company. 


“A moment, before we begin our day’s journey,” said Virgil. “Young Tom 
has an announcement.” 

“Not tired of the adventure already?” Skeld joked, but he stopped laughing 
as soon as he saw the look on Alex’s face. 

“T must tell you all that I have a gift,” Tom began, nervously looking at the 
ground. “Two gifts, I should say. I did not know what they were until this 
morning, when Master Taylor explained things to me.” 

“And what gifts do you have?” Virgil asked, his voice kind and 
encouraging. 

“Master Taylor tells me I have the gift of healing,” said Tom, still looking at 
his feet. “And that I have some magic as well.” 

“A great gift,” said Virgil, looking at Alex for confirmation. 

Alex nodded but said nothing. 

“Master Taylor has offered to train me as a healer, if you will agree to it,” 
Tom added. 

“Tt is not a little thing that you ask,” said Virgil. “To be trained as a healer is 
to take great responsibility. If Master Taylor is willing, however, I have no 
objections to your being trained.” 

Tom looked up for the first time since he’d begun to speak, a wide smile on 
his face. Virgil, Skeld, and Dain were all smiling as well. 

“Another moment, if you please,” said Alex, getting to his feet. “If I am to 
teach Tom the art of healing, I must take his oath now. I would ask you all to be 
witnesses.” 

“As you wish,” Virgil answered for the group. 

“Thomas Aquil,” Alex began, holding Tom’s gaze with his own. “You have 
the gift of healing and desire to be trained. I have agreed to be your first teacher, 
so I am your finder. As such, my honor will be linked to yours. As your honor 
grows, so will mine. If you ever use your gift for evil, your honor—and mine— 
will be diminished. If you diminish my honor, I will call you to account. Do 
accept this linking of our honors?” 

“T accept,” said Tom. “I will do as you teach me to do, and use my gift only 
for good.” 

“Then I ask all here to witness,” Alex said. “Thomas Aquil has accepted the 
linking of our honors. Will you all witness?” 

“We will witness,” four voices answered. Rallian spoke slowly but firmly. 

“So be it,” said Alex, holding out his hand toward Tom. “Take my hand in 
friendship and as a brother healer.” 


Tom moved forward and took Alex’s hand, bowing to him as he did so. 
Alex smiled and returned Tom’s bow. 

“Well then, Thomas the healer it shall be,” said Virgil, slapping Tom on the 
back. “A fine gift for any adventurer to have.” 

“And a fine teacher to learn from,” added Skeld, winking at Alex. 

“And a lot to learn,” said Tom. 

Virgil, Skeld, Dain, and Rallian all took turns congratulating Tom on his 
newfound gift. 

“Tempe said there was something special about him,” Stonebill said in 
Alex’s ear. 

“Not to me she didn’t,” said Alex. 

“She knew you would find it when the time was right.” 

“Did Tempe tell you things about all of us?” Alex asked, looking at the 
raven on his shoulder. 

“A little about all and more about others,” said Stonebill. “Some things she 
told me; others I see for myself.” 

“Then you can do more than spy out the land and speak to animals?” 

“T see things that others do not, as you already know,” said Stonebill. 
“Tempe would say that I am a seer, but I do not understand what she means by 
that.” 

Alex continued to ride at the back of the group and lead the extra horses 
behind him. As they started to climb over the mountains, Tom rode beside him 
but did not ask any questions. Alex was still considering the best way to start 
teaching Tom about being a healer. He had never thought about teaching anyone 
before, and the idea was something he had to get used to. He had learned a great 
deal about healing on a previous adventure, and he thought he might try to teach 
Tom the same way that he had learned. 

When Virgil stopped them for their midday meal, Alex walked a short 
distance into the woods. He had decided to give Tom one of his own magic 
books so Tom could study on his own, but first he needed to make sure there was 
nothing too dangerous in the book. He had also decided that teaching Tom about 
plants and their use in healing would be a good place to start. 

Alex found a familiar plant as he walked and was happy to see it was in 
bloom. Picking a few of the flowers, he returned to the group with them in his 
hand. Tom looked at him expectantly. 

“Do you know what these are?” Alex asked, handing the flowers to Tom. 

“Tve seen them before,” said Tom, studying the flowers. “In Barkia they 


are called sun maids, but I do not know if that is their correct name.” 

“Sun maids is one name for them, also day stars and midget lilies,” said 
Alex. “Do you know what they might be good for?” 

“Apart from being nice to look at, no,” answered Tom. 

“The flowers can be brewed into a tea,” Alex explained. “The tea will relax 
the mind and give the drinker a feeling of well-being. The leaves and stem of the 
plant can be chewed to relieve headaches and small pains.” 

“And the roots of the plant?” Tom asked. 

“The roots can be mixed with other things to make a strong sleeping 
potion,” said Alex. 

“What other things?” Tom asked quickly. 

“In time,” said Alex. “For now, study these flowers and the plant they came 
from. Tonight, I will try to find a book of herb lore for you. I think I have one in 
my bag that will be useful.” 

“You are too kind,” said Tom. 

Alex smiled and turned his attention to the food Dain was preparing. Tom 
wanted to learn, and that was good. Alex hoped there would be time to teach 
him. Once Virgil and his company reached Lord Talbot with Rallian, their 
adventure would be over. Alex knew he had to stay and help Rallian win his 
crown, but what would Virgil and his company do? 


Chapter Thirteen 
The Castle of Lord Talbot 
— 


The days passed slowly as Alex and his friends made their way along the 
ancient path over the mountains. It took several days longer than Rallian had 
thought it would, and the need to hurry was pressing on them. The road was bad, 
and they were slowed because parts of the road were overgrown or covered by 
landslides. More than once they had to send Stonebill ahead to find the way for 
them. 

Alex continued to teach Tom about the different plants he found in the 
forest, and Tom remembered everything that Alex told him. Tom was also 
learning from the book Alex had given him. The two of them would sit up late 
into the night, Alex answering Tom’s many questions and explaining as much as 
he could. A few times Alex had to insist that Tom go to sleep because he was 
afraid that Tom would stay up all night if he let him. 

“He learns quickly,” Stonebill said to Alex as they were preparing to ride 
forward one morning. 

“Faster than I expected,” said Alex, saddling his horse. 

“As his knowledge grows, so will his power.” 

“Do you think that will be a problem?” 

“He will want to test himself at the wall,” said Stonebill. “He has a great 
desire to know more about the shadowlands.” 

“T will not take him there until I’m sure he’s ready,” said Alex. 

“He already knows the way,” Stonebill warned. “He may not know that he 
knows, but just the same, he knows.” 

“T will be watchful,” Alex promised. 

Stonebill flew ahead, but Alex continued to think about the raven’s words. 
Tom did know how to get to the wall. It would be dangerous if he went there 
alone, and chances were high he would not return. Until now, Alex had 
deliberately not discussed the wall or the shadowlands beyond it. Stonebill’s 
warning, however, made Alex think that he should start talking to Tom about the 
most dangerous part of being a healer. 

As they traveled down the north side of the mountains, the trees of the 
forest began to change. There were fewer pines and more aspen and birch trees 





now. Alex noticed the change and knew they were in Lord Talbot’s lands. If 
Rallian was correct, they should reach Talbot’s castle in ten days or perhaps two 
weeks. 

“Lord Talbot’s castle is very fine,” said Rallian in an excited tone. “His 
kingdom has had fewer wars than most, and far less damage has been done 
here.” 

“He has an army, doesn’t he?” Virgil asked. 

“A large one,” said Rallian. “His army is one of the reasons he’s had so few 
wars. None of the outer kingdoms, and few of the inner kingdoms, could raise an 
army to match Talbot’s.” 

“Then why has Talbot not claimed the kingdom for himself?” Tom asked. 

“Talbot is a noble man and would not make such a claim for himself,” said 
Rallian. “He knows he is not the true king of Nezza, so he is content to protect 
what is his and not make war on his neighbors.” 

“Then he is wise as well as noble,” said Skeld. 

The talk of Lord Talbot ended, but Alex could see Virgil still had questions 
and doubts. Alex also had questions, but he kept them to himself. Lord Talbot 
might be as noble as Rallian said he was, but would he be willing to give up his 
power and see someone else crowned king of Nezza? That was a question that 
only time could answer. 

They rode more quickly once they had left the mountains, and their 
increased speed made Alex happy. He knew that Lazar would not have been idle 
during these past few weeks, and he would not be likely to surrender to Rallian 
no matter what happened. It was more likely that he would launch an all-out war 
now that Rallian had escaped. Where would he start? Would he challenge 
Talbot? Perhaps he would begin with some of the smaller kingdoms first, 
building his own strength as he went. 

The most important question Alex had was, what was Magnus doing? Alex 
didn’t know what Magnus’s plans were, but he was sure they included Rallian. 
He had kept Rallian as a prisoner instead of killing him. The serpent in the desert 
had used magic to draw Rallian away but then spared him. Having Rallian alive 
and well seemed to be important to Magnus, but Alex couldn’t guess why. 

Alex was glad he had Tom’s training to take his mind off his worries. Late 
one afternoon, when the company had camped near a small pond, Alex started 
teaching Tom how to focus his magic. 

“Try using your magic to hold those floating sticks together, like a raft,” 
Alex instructed. 
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“Tm not sure how,” said Tom. 

“Reach out with your thoughts, and let your mind feel the sticks and the 
water,” said Alex. “It might help you focus if you hold out your hand like you 
are actually touching the sticks.” 

Tom did as he was told, and after several minutes, the sticks floated 
together on the smooth water. Tom smiled and let his hand drop. As soon as he 
stopped concentrating, the sticks drifted apart. 

“Keep them together,” said Alex. “You can’t let your magic stop working 
like that. If you were trying to heal someone, stopping your magic like that 
might be fatal.” 

Tom raised his hand again and pulled the sticks back together. He held them 
in place on the water, a determined look on his face. 

Alex watched for a moment and then tossed a stone into the pond next to 
Tom’s raft of sticks. The raft came apart instantly, the sticks drifting away in 
different directions. 

“That’s not fair,” Tom complained. 

“No, it’s not,” Alex agreed. “Life is not always fair. When you can hold the 
raft together even when stones fall around it, you will be ready to use your magic 
to help others.” 

Tom accepted what Alex told him and continued to practice with his magic. 
Learning about plants and how they could be used to heal different sicknesses 
was easier for Tom than learning to focus his magic was. 
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“Has anyone ever crossed the wall and returned?” Tom asked. 

It was late, and Alex was ending his lesson. Alex had explained how 
dangerous the wall between life and death was, but he knew that Tom would not 
truly understand until he stood before the wall in spirit. 

“No one that I know of,” Alex answered. “The call of the shadowlands is 
strong on this side of the wall. On the other side, I doubt that anyone could resist 
the desire to stay.” 

“How close can you get to the wall?” Tom asked, putting away the book 
Alex had given him. 

“The closer you get to the wall, the stronger your desire to cross it 
becomes,” said Alex. “I have been close, but I would prefer to stay as far away 
as possible.” 


Alex could see that Tom’s desire to go to the wall was increasing as his 
understanding grew. He knew that soon, much sooner than he would have 
guessed, he would have to take Tom there. He would go with him the first time 
to make sure Tom returned, but then what? What troubled Alex most was that to 
be a true healer of power, Tom would have to go to the wall alone and return 
without help. It was a dangerous test, but one that all true healers of power had 
to pass. 

As the days went by, the landscape continued to change, and so did the 
weather. It had been sunny and dry since Alex had come to Nezza, like a long 
and pleasant springtime. Now the sky was dark with clouds, and heavy rain fell 
almost every day. The muddy ground slowed their progress, but they continued 
north and east, counting the days until they would reach Talbot’s castle. 

“The rains will continue for the next month or so,” said Rallian, sitting 
beside the fire one night. “Tomorrow we should start to see towns and villages. 
The roads will improve, and we will reach Lord Talbot’s castle the next day.” 

“A village inn would be most welcome,” said Skeld, shaking water from his 
hair. 

“Do we dare stop at an inn?” Dain asked. “Even if Lazar won’t send his 
army north, he will send his spies.” 

“And Rallian is well-known. It would be difficult for him not to be 
recognized,” added Tom. 

“Would Lazar dare tell his spies that they were looking for Rallian?” Alex 
wondered aloud. “He has let the rumors about Rallian grow. Most people think 
the prince is either lost on some adventure or dead.” 

“Which is why Lazar is ruling Karmus,” Virgil said. “I don’t think spies 
would be looking for Rallian—only for strangers.” 

“Which we are,” said Dain, lifting his boots to the fire in an attempt to dry 
them. “If we ride through towns and villages, we will be seen.” 

“We must pass through the towns and villages to reach Lord Talbot,” 
Rallian said firmly. “Travelers are not uncommon here in the north, and most 
people pay little attention to them. If we leave the roads and avoid the towns and 
villages, anyone who sees us will take notice.” 

“Then we will ride through,” said Virgil in a decisive tone. “But we will not 
stop at any inn or tavern as we go.” 

The others were disappointed but said nothing, accepting Virgil’s decision. 
Alex thought it wise not to stop, but he wondered what the people of the towns 
and villages would think. It seemed obvious to him that Lord Talbot would hear 


about them long before they reached his castle, and there was no telling how 
Talbot would react. 

The next day, the clouds began to break apart and the sun came out from 
time to time as they went along. They had not ridden far when they came to a 
well-traveled road. Rallian thought it was probably the road from Waymar, a city 
to the southwest. 

“If we follow the road to the northeast, we will come to Talbas, where Lord 
Talbot’s castle is,” said Rallian. 

“Tt follows open ground,” said Skeld, glancing at Virgil. 

“We will be easily seen,” Dain added unhappily. 

“And we’ll easily see anyone approaching us,” said Virgil, though Alex 
could see he shared the concerns of the others. 

They followed the road, moving much quicker than they had in the open 
fields. There was little talking as they went. Alex could tell that Virgil and his 
company were growing more nervous, and Rallian was getting more excited as 
the day went on. His own thoughts turned to Lord Talbot and what kind of man 
he was. 

“Our time grows short,” Tom said to Alex, his voice lowered so the others 
would not hear. “The adventure we agreed to is almost at its end.” 

“And you are worried that your training will not be complete,” said Alex, 
looking at Tom. 

“T have learned a great deal, but there are many things I do not yet 
understand,” said Tom. 

“A few weeks is a short time to train a healer. Already you wish to test 
yourself at the wall,” said Alex flatly—it was not a question. 

“A true healer of power can go to the wall,” said Tom, glancing at Alex 
quickly before looking away again. 

“And a true healer of power knows better than to rush into danger,” said 
Alex. 

“I just thought . . .” Tom began but stopped. 

Alex rode along in silence, waiting for Tom to continue, but Tom simply 
rode beside him, looking at the ground. After several minutes, Alex broke the 
silence. 

“Do you think you are ready for that test?” 

“T will do as you say,” Tom answered. 

“That does not answer my question,” said Alex. 

“T would like to try,” said Tom, his eyes still fixed on the ground. 


“Soon,” said Alex. 

They went on all day, riding through several small villages and one fair- 
sized town, but not stopping. The local people did not speak to them, but Alex 
could feel their eyes watching the group’s every move. 

Virgil finally stopped them for the night near a small stream, setting up their 
camp next to a grove of large oak trees. Stonebill flew off as it was getting dark, 
unhappy about their campsite’s location and wanting to see what was around 
them. 

Alex felt the same way Stonebill did about their campsite. The trees 
blocked the view to the north and east, and being so close to the stream put them 
in a low spot. It would be easy for a company of soldiers to sneak up on them 
from almost any direction. Alex wasn’t too worried about Lazar’s soldiers being 
here, but Talbot’s soldiers might be just as dangerous. If they attacked without 
waiting to find out who Virgil and the others were, their journey might come to a 
sudden end. 

“We can hide under the trees if we must,” said Virgil, noting Alex’s 
unhappiness. 

“T will not hide,” said Rallian defiantly. “Lord Talbot was a friend of my 
father, he is a kinsman to me, and, from what you’ve told me, a great friend of 
mine as well.” 

“But his soldiers may not recognize you or share his friendship,” said Tom. 

“And in the darkness, things could get out of hand in a hurry,” Skeld added. 

“T will not hide,” Rallian repeated, and his words ended the discussion. 

Stonebill returned just as the company was getting ready to go to sleep. He 
fluttered down to land on Alex’s shoulder, his feathers twitching slightly. 

“A large party of soldiers approaches from the north,” he reported to Alex. 
“They are moving quietly and with purpose.” 

“How many are there?” Alex asked. 

“At least fifty,” said Stonebill. “Another group of the same size approaches 
from the south, but they are farther away.” 

“Do you think they will attack us in the night?” 

“T heard them speak of encirclement,” Stonebill answered. “I think they 
mean to capture you. They will not risk a night attack.” 

Alex nodded and explained to Virgil and the others what Stonebill had seen 
and heard. 

“We cannot fight so many,” said Dain. “Even with Alex on our side, it 
would be a difficult victory.” 


“We don’t need to fight,” said Rallian. “These must be Talbot’s men, and if 
they mean to capture us, we should let them. We are going to Talbot’s castle 
anyway, so why not go with them?” 

“And if Talbot turns out to be another Lazar?” Skeld asked, voicing a 
question most of them had thought about. 

“Then there is little that fighting will do,” said Virgil. 

“Alex, what do you think?” Skeld asked. 

“We should wait for them to move first,” said Alex. “I don’t think they will 
attack us in the night. If they attempt to capture us, then we will have to decide 
what to do.” 

“Very well,” said Virgil, looking around at the company. “Double watch, 
and keep the fire burning. We will sleep ready for battle and hope that it is not 
needed.” 

They all agreed, though Rallian seemed unhappy about it. It was obvious he 
trusted Talbot, but then, he had once trusted Lazar as well. 

The night passed slowly, and none of them got much sleep. Alex spent most 
of the night listening and looking into the darkness around the camp. He knew 
the soldiers were there, even though they’d encircled the camp quietly. They 
didn’t seem to be in any rush to make their presence known, however, and Alex 
didn’t tell the others that the soldiers were waiting in the darkness. 

As sunrise approached, the adventurers were all on their feet. They could 
easily see the soldiers in the dim predawn light, and they weren’t happy about 
what they saw. 

“Why do they not announce themselves?” Dain asked, putting on his dwarf 
helmet and fingering his ax. “Why all of this watching and waiting?” 

“Perhaps they have been waiting for better light,” said Tom. “They may be 
under orders to capture us all, and in the darkness some of us could slip away.” 

“We’ll find out soon enough,” said Virgil, pointing toward the soldiers. 
“They seem to be done waiting.” 

Three soldiers rode forward, each carrying a large banner. Alex looked at 
the banners with interest and leaned on his staff to wait. 

“The banner on the right is for the house of Talbot,” Rallian told them. “The 
banner on the left is that of the true king.” 

“And the middle banner?” Virgil asked. 

“Tt is the blue-and-white banner of truce,” said Rallian. “It means they want 
to talk to us before any hostilities break out.” 

“Then we talk,” said Virgil, sounding grim. “I will speak for my company, 


but I cannot speak for you, Prince Rallian, or for you, Alex.” 

“Then the three of us should all go forward,” said Rallian. “It is customary 
to meet the banner of truce on neutral ground.” 

Alex nodded and walked forward with Virgil and Rallian. As he walked, he 
wondered if he should have worn his sword. He had not yet needed it in Nezza, 
but he had a feeling that he would soon. 

The soldiers with the banners stopped and dismounted, waiting for Virgil, 
Rallian, and Alex to approach before speaking. Virgil looked nervous but firm; 
Rallian looked happy. Alex tried to look stern, but he felt strangely happy and 
found it hard not to smile. 

“We are the servants of Lord Talbot,” the man holding the banner of truce 
announced. “We wish to know if you are friend or foe to our lord.” 

“Friends,” said Virgil. 

“Why do you come?” questioned the man. 

“Lord Talbot sent us on a quest,” answered Virgil. “We return now, our 
quest complete.” 

“You are the adventurers that Lord Talbot hired,” the man said, looking past 
Virgil to the camp. “We were told there were six of you, but I count a dozen 
horses.” 

“We have extra horses, taken from those who would hinder us in our quest,” 
said Virgil. “Two of our company have fallen completing our quest. Lord Talbot 
asked us to find Prince Rallian, and so we have.” 

“You found the prince?” the man said with surprise. 

“T am he,” said Rallian, stepping forward. “Prince of Nezza, Lord of 
Karmus. I have come to speak with your noble lord.” 

“Your Highness,” said the man. All three soldiers bowed. “Lord Talbot will 
be pleased at your coming. Long has he hoped to see you and speak with you.” 

“Then we should go forward swiftly to Talbas and to Lord Talbot’s castle,” 
said Rallian. “I have much to discuss with your noble lord.” 

“A moment, Your Highness,” said the man. He turned his attention to Alex. 
“Six adventurers we were told to expect, and you tell me two were lost, so you 
should be four. Your Highness makes it a happy five. Who is this sixth man?” 

“He is my friend,” said Rallian before Alex could speak. “He saved me and 
the adventurers from the dungeons of Karmus. I will vouch for his honor.” 

“Forgive me, Your Highness, but these are difficult times,” said the man. 
“We must know something of this man, or he cannot continue.” 

“And what would you know?” Alex asked, taking a step toward the man. 


“Do you fear that I am Lazar’s servant Magnus in some magical disguise? Or 
perhaps something worse, come from beyond the great arch to destroy all of 
Nezza and its people?” 

“We have heard stories,” said the man nervously, looking a little pale. 
“Word from the south says there is a demon walking in the shape of a man.” 

“T am no demon,” Alex said with a laugh. “I am a wizard, and any word 
from the south is surely not to be trusted in these times.” 

“A wizard,” the man repeated, looking even more troubled. “We know 
something of wizards, here in the north.” 

“Then ask what you will,” said Alex. “You have something you would ask 
me to do—something that will help you to trust me.” 

“You see much,” said the man. “Our stories say that a wizard—a true 
wizard—cannot lie if he swears by his staff. If you mean no harm to Lord Talbot, 
then swear by your staff that it is so.” 

“Your stories are true,” said Alex, looking at his staff. “So I swear by my 
staff that I mean no harm to Lord Talbot or his people. I also swear by my staff 
that I will see the true king of Nezza returned to his throne. If your lord will 
serve the true king, I am his faithful friend. If Lord Talbot fights against the true 
king, then I am his most deadly enemy.” 

“Then all is well,” answered the man in a shaky voice, bowing deeply. 
“Come, we will escort you to Talbas and to the castle of Lord Talbot.” 

Alex walked back to the others with Rallian and Virgil, both of them 
looking shocked by Alex’s comments. Alex was not concerned, because he 
already knew that Rallian was the true king of Nezza and that he would 
somehow manage to gain his throne. 

“What’s it to be, then?” Skeld asked, glancing from Virgil to Alex and back 
again. 

“The soldiers will escort us to Talbas,” said Virgil. “Lord Talbot wishes to 
speak with Rallian and the rest of us.” 

As quickly as they could, Alex and his friends broke camp and prepared to 
travel with the soldiers of Lord Talbot. The soldiers waited a short distance away 
and did not speak with them. Alex thought they were probably under orders not 
to, but he wondered if perhaps it was some sign of respect that he didn’t know 
about. 

They were soon on the road. The sun came out from behind the clouds, 
driving away the rain and drying the land. Rallian rode in front with Virgil, and 
Alex rode at the back with Tom. Most of the soldiers fell in line behind them, but 


about twenty rode in front, holding up the banners of Talbot and the true king for 
all to see. Alex tried to make out what was on the banner of the true king, but it 
was too far away and it fluttered in the breeze. 

“What did you say to them?” Tom asked, after they had ridden a few miles. 

“To the soldiers?” Alex asked. 

“Yes—what did you say?” 

“T told them I was a wizard and would see the true king returned to his 
throne,” said Alex. 

“Was the light around you to prove you were a wizard?” Tom asked. 

“Light? What light?” 

“When you spoke to them, there was a strange light around you. To me, it 
seemed that you grew taller, or perhaps they grew smaller.” 

“Did the others see this light?” Alex asked. He was concerned because he 
had not noticed any light, and he had not felt any magical change. 

“T think they did,” said Tom. “They didn’t really say, but we all knew when 
you were talking.” 

Alex thought for several minutes about what Tom said. This was one more 
new and unexpected thing to think about, but it did not seem to be a problem. If 
the soldiers had seen the light, that might be a good thing, but he wasn’t sure. 
The people of Nezza were already indifferent to or afraid of magic. Alex didn’t 
really care about the indifference, but he didn’t want to add to anyone’s fear. 

“Perhaps it happened when I swore by my staff,” Alex said at last. 

“What do you mean?” Tom asked. 

“A true wizard cannot lie if he swears by his staff,” Alex explained. “They 
asked me to swear by my staff that I meant no harm to Lord Talbot, and so I 
did.” 

“But if Talbot fights against Rallian—” Tom began. 

“Then they know I will fight against Talbot,” said Alex. “I told them I 
would see the true king back on the throne, and if Talbot fought against the true 
king, then I would be his most deadly enemy.” 

“T bet they didn’t like that,” said Tom with a slight smile. 

“They seemed to accept it. I am not worried; I think Lord Talbot will be on 
Rallian’s side.” 

Every now and then as they traveled, Alex noticed one of his friends glance 
back at him. Clearly Tom was right, and they had seen some change in him when 
he’d sworn by his staff, and, just as clearly, they were unsure what to make of it. 
Alex didn’t let their glances bother him because he had more important things on 


his mind. 

“You make a great impression,” Stonebill said as he settled once more on 
Alex’s shoulder. 

“T was not aware of the change that happened when I spoke to the soldiers,” 
said Alex. “That troubles me.” 

“When you spoke, your feelings were strong,” Stonebill said. “And the 
power of your feelings came out in your words.” 

“Then I will need to learn to guard my feelings more closely,” said Alex. 

“Perhaps,” said Stonebill. “Yet the change was a small one, and your words 
will give Talbot one more reason to side with Rallian.” 

“T believe Talbot will side with Rallian in any event, and I don’t want to 
make the people of Nezza more afraid of magic. They are already far too 
fearful.” 

“They have lived all their lives without knowing the truth about wizards,” 
said Stonebill. “They have only known the evil that Magnus has done.” 

“Times change,” said Alex. 

At noon, the soldiers stopped to rest their horses and eat a meal before 
continuing on. Alex and his companions also ate a hurried meal, but the soldiers 
continued to keep their distance. Rallian seemed a little troubled by the soldiers’ 
reluctance to approach them, but Virgil actually seemed glad for the separation. 

They passed several small villages that afternoon. The people in the villages 
seemed happy to see the soldiers and would often wave or call out to them as 
they rode by. It was clear to Alex that at least some of Talbot’s soldiers came 
from these villages and they were being greeted by friends and relatives. There 
were no waves or calls to Alex and his companions, however, and the villagers 
would seldom even look at them as they passed. 

The sun was well into the western sky when they finally came to the top of 
a small hill overlooking the city of Talbas and the castle that stood at its center. It 
was an amazing sight, and not at all what Alex had imagined. A high wall of 
bloodred stone encircled the city, with large gates facing both north and south. 
There were many towers along the wall and what appeared to be several smaller 
gates as well. 

The castle itself towered above the city and appeared to be sitting on a 
small hill, but it was hard to tell from a distance. The castle looked like it was 
made of ice, its pure white walls shining brightly in the late-afternoon sun. Flags 
were flying from all the towers of the castle, and Alex thought it looked like 
something out of a fairy tale. 


The soldier carrying Talbot’s banner came riding toward them, a smile on 
his face. 

“Welcome to Talbas,” he said as he looked toward the castle. “Lord Talbot 
has ordered a feast in honor of Prince Rallian’s arrival. He will greet you all at 
the castle gate.” 

“Our thanks to Lord Talbot,” said Rallian. “We are honored by his 
kindness.” 

The soldier nodded and rode back to his own men. Alex and his friends 
followed the soldiers down the hill and toward the main gates of the city. The 
others all seemed happy with what the soldier had said, but Alex remained 
thoughtful, wondering just what kind of man Talbot was. 


Chapter Fourteen 
Lord Talbot 
~—— 





Alex and his friends followed the soldiers of Lord Talbot to the main gates 
of Talbas. The road was wide at the city gates, and many people had come out of 
the city to welcome Prince Rallian. It was a much warmer welcome than they’d 
had in any of the towns or villages they’d passed through so far, and Alex 
couldn’t help but smile. Rallian waved and smiled at the cheering crowds, 
clearly happy to be there and unconcerned with what the future might hold. 

Alex watched from the back of the group, more cautious than normal, even 
though he could see that there was little to worry about. He had only met a few 
of the people of Nezza, but he found it hard to believe that he would be as 
welcome as the rest of the company—especially when the people learned who 
and what he was. 

“They seem happy to have you all here,” said Stonebill as he sat on Alex’s 
shoulder. 

“They are happy that Rallian has come,” said Alex. “Happy that the 
adventurers have found success in their quest.” 

“You think they are not happy to see a wizard,” said Stonebill. 

“Their tales say that all wizards are evil. Magnus has added to that belief. 
How can I expect them to be happy to have me here?” 

Stonebill didn’t reply but changed his position and looked out at the crowd. 
Alex also looked at the faces of the people as they rode forward. Perhaps it was 
just his imagination, but he thought, or rather felt, that none of the people dared 
to look him in the eye. 

When they arrived at the gates of the castle, a tall, dark-haired man was 
waiting to greet them. It was obviously Lord Talbot, and behind him stood two 
young men who could only be his sons. Alex noticed one of the soldiers talking 
to Lord Talbot as they approached, and he knew that the soldier was telling his 
lord there was a wizard in the company. 

“Lord Talbot,” said Rallian, climbing off his horse and bowing slightly. 
“My thanks for your kindness and thoughtfulness. I have been told that you sent 
this fine party of adventurers to rescue me, and for that alone, I am greatly in 
your debt.” 


“Prince Rallian,” Talbot answered, bowing much lower than Rallian had. “I 
am pleased that the adventurers did not quest in vain. We feared that you were 
lost to us and that their quest would be only to bring word of your end.” 

“Word may never have reached you, if not for my friend Master Taylor,” 
said Rallian, motioning for Alex to come forward. “He rescued these adventurers 
and me from the dungeons of Karmus.” 

“Alone?” Talbot asked, surprised. 

“He is more than he appears to be,” answered Rallian. “He is a wizard of 
great power.” 

“A wizard,” Talbot repeated, looking Alex in the eye. “That is a tale worth 
hearing, I would say. Perhaps, as we feast, you will share this tale with us, or 
better, by the fire after the feast.” 

“Tt will be our honor and a pleasure,” said Rallian, bowing again. 

“Do not bow, my lord,” said Talbot. “You are a prince of the noble line, and 
I am but the lord of an outer kingdom.” 

“You are modest and kind,” said Rallian. “I will remember your kindness to 
me and hope to reward you for it.” 

“Your presence is reward enough,” said Talbot. “Now, let me introduce my 
sons to you, as they have also been hoping for your safe arrival.” 

Talbot motioned for his sons to come forward. As they approached Rallian, 
they each dropped to one knee before the prince. 

“This is Colesum,” said Talbot, and one of the two young men stood. “He is 
my oldest son and heir.” 

“An honor,” said Rallian, bowing his head to Colesum. 

“And this is Hathnor,” Talbot said as his second son stood. “He is warden of 
the northern and western reaches.” 

“Again, the honor is mine,” said Rallian, bowing. 

“My daughter, Annalynn, should be here to greet you as well,” said Talbot. 
“Forgive her, my prince, she is overseeing the preparations for the feast.” 

“The loss is mine,” said Rallian. 

Talbot smiled and then led Rallian and the company into the castle. Soldiers 
took their horses for them, bowing to each of the adventurers as they did so. 
Alex could see how pleased Virgil and his company were with their reception, 
and once again he felt sad that he was not truly a part of the company. 

Rallian and Talbot walked side by side into the castle grounds, followed 
closely by Colesum and Hathnor. Virgil and his companions followed next, and 
Alex followed behind them. Stonebill hopped nervously on Alex’s shoulder as 


the crowds cheered for Rallian, but the bird said nothing. It was strange to feel 
so lonely in such a crowd, and Alex tried to shake off the feeling. 

Talbot led the group into a huge hall full of long tables. Hundreds of people 
were already in the hall, and Alex guessed that these were the lesser lords and 
landowners of Talbas. Talbot escorted the company to the front of the hall where 
one long table stood empty. He asked them to sit where they liked, and Alex 
found himself between Tom and Hathnor. 

“By your leave,” said Hathnor, bowing to Alex as he was about to sit down. 

Alex bowed to Hathnor in reply. It seemed to Alex that the young man was 
nervous but didn’t want anyone to know. After they were all seated, only the 
chair to Lord Talbot’s left remained empty. Alex suspected it was reserved for 
Annalynn, Lord Talbot’s daughter, but she did not appear. 

The feast began without ceremony or fanfare. Servants simply began 
bringing trays of food to the table almost as soon as the guests were seated. Alex 
saw that Rallian and Talbot were already deep in conversation, and he thought 
that Rallian must be asking about Lazar and what he might be doing. 

“A fine-looking bird,” Hathnor said to Alex. “Can he speak?” 

“He can speak to me,” said Alex. “Though most people cannot understand 
what he says.” 

“Most people do not listen,” said Hathnor. 

“Tf you know how to listen, perhaps he can speak to you,” said Alex. 

“I have . .. friends who know how to listen,” said Hathnor, his voice 
lowered slightly. “They try to teach me, but I find it difficult.” 

“Friends?” Alex repeated, more to himself than Hathnor. He looked at the 
young man and realized that Hathnor was referring to an elf friend. “Ah, friends 
in the north, no doubt,” Alex said. “Friends of the elder race.” 

“You know them?” Hathnor asked in surprise. He lowered his voice even 
more so no one else at the table would hear him. 

“T know of them,” said Alex. “I am an elf friend, though I have not met any 
of the elves of Nezza—at least not yet.” 

“Then you must be good, no matter what the stories say about wizards,” 
said Hathnor, a look of joy and wonder on his face. “I only know a few elves, but 
I cannot believe their people would ever make a friend of an evil wizard.” 

“I have many friends among the elves, and perhaps I will find more here 
one day,” said Alex. 

“If you would like to go to the northern or western reaches, I would be 
happy to take you,” said Hathnor in an excited tone. 


“Perhaps, when time allows,” said Alex. “Now I fear that time is short, and 
many things will soon change in Nezza.” 

“The prince,” said Hathnor, looking toward Rallian. “Do you know if he 
will claim the kingdom?” 

“Only Rallian can answer that question. It is not my place to say what he 
will or will not do.” 

Hathnor nodded his understanding and turned his attention to the food. 

Lord Talbot suddenly stood up as a beautiful young woman walked up 
beside him. His pride was clear for all to see as he introduced his daughter to 
Prince Rallian. 

Alex returned to his food but watched Annalynn as he ate. Her eyes kept 
darting from her plate to Rallian, as if drawn there by some magical power. Alex 
also noticed that Rallian would occasionally glance at her but was careful not to 
let her see him watching. 

When the feast was finished, Talbot led the company to another large room 
filled with comfortable chairs and benches placed around a large central fire. 
Alex sat near the fire as several of Talbot’s people filed into the room. Tom sat 
next to him, and Alex could see that Tom’s thoughts were far away and not on 
the feast or the reward that he and his companions had won. 

Alex listened as Rallian told his story, most of which Alex had not heard 
before. Rallian was a good storyteller, and though he did not say it in so many 
words, it was plain to Alex that Rallian believed Lazar was responsible for his 
father’s death. 

By the time Rallian reached the part in the story where Alex had rescued 
him and the other adventurers, Alex had made up his mind. Lord Talbot was a 
good man, and his people were honest and true. He could see their respect and 
admiration for Rallian as he told his story. 

“A fine tale,” said Talbot as Rallian finished. “May I ask a question or 
two?” 

“As you wish,” said Rallian. 

“You have told us that Master Taylor rescued you and these fine 
adventurers from the dungeons of Karmus,” said Talbot, glancing at Alex as if 
worried he might offend him. “May I ask why Master Taylor came? How did he 
know you were there? Was it lucky chance, or something else?” 

All eyes turned to Alex, most showing great interest, some showing fear. 
Alex thought for a moment and then slowly got to his feet to speak. 

“T came because my friend Skeld sent me a message, asking for my help,” 


said Alex, nodding at Skeld. “It was lucky chance that I found Rallian in the 
tower above the dungeons because I was not looking for him. Having heard 
something of Magnus before I arrived in Karmus, I thought it best not to leave 
Rallian behind.” 

“Lucky for us all, then,” said Talbot. 

“T know what some of you are thinking,” said Rallian, looking at Talbot and 
then around at the others in the room. “I myself had doubts and fears when I first 
learned that Master Taylor was a wizard. I have heard the same stories as you all 
have, and my only experience with magic was with the evil Magnus. But I will 
tell you all freely that I know Master Taylor is true and good. Twice he has saved 
me from evil, and I would trust him with my life at any time.” 

“Well spoken, my lord,” said Talbot. “We can see your trust and have heard 
your tale. Now we should rest and consider all that we have both seen and 
heard.” 

Rallian bowed slightly to Talbot, accepting his words. Talbot smiled at the 
honor and then said good night and left the room. 

Servants arrived to lead Alex and his companions to the rooms that had 
been prepared for them. Rallian and Alex each had a room to themselves, while 
the others were settled two to a room. Alex thanked the servant that led him to 
his own room, and then he closed the door and made his way to bed. 


ee 


Alex was up before sunrise the next morning, and he easily found his way 
to a garden that was planted on the castle’s eastern side. He walked between the 
blooming flowers, pondering the future. Once Rallian made his claim on the 
kingdom, war was certain. Perhaps the war would be short, but Lazar would not 
give up without a fight. 

“You wake early,” Annalynn said, startling Alex out of his thoughts. “You 
walk as one who is deeply troubled, but you seem too young to know such 
troubles.” 

“T know many things,” said Alex. “Including the troubles of men.” 

“And do you know what the people of Talbas think of you?” Annalynn 
asked, a slight hint of fear and perhaps a challenge in her voice. 

Alex smiled, even though Annalynn’s directness was surprising. 

“They fear me. Magic has always been something dark to them, so they are 
afraid.” 


“Tt is more than fear,” Annalynn said. “They think you have enchanted 
Rallian and will use him for your own purposes.” 

“And what do you think?” Alex asked. 

“T do not know,” Annalynn answered. “I know nothing of magic, only that 
the stories seem larger than reality would allow.” 

“Magic can be a powerful thing,” said Alex. “Even in this land, where it is 
mostly forgotten.” 

“So you claim,” said Annalynn, a tone of disbelief in her voice. 

“You do not believe in magic, then?” Alex asked. 

“T believe what I have seen, not what old women say they’ve heard,” 
answered Annalynn defiantly. 

“And you would see some magic before you believe in it,” said Alex. 

“If you are what you claim to be—if you are a true wizard—prove it,” said 
Annalynn. 

“What proof do you ask? What magic could I perform to convince you of 
what I am?” 

“Call back my mother so I can talk with her again,” said Annalynn without 
hesitation. 

“Your mother is beyond the wall,” said Alex, surprised by Annalynn’s 
request. “No spell of magic can bring back the dead. At most I could call back a 
shadow of your mother, but it would be dangerous to do so.” 

“Dangerous to whom?” Annalynn asked. 

“To you and to me,” said Alex. “The living are in the world of light, the 
dead in the world of shadows. The two worlds should not be mixed.” 

“Real wizards would not be concerned with danger,” said Annalynn, but her 
voice sounded unsure. 

“Real wizards know better than to mix the living and the dead,” said Alex. 
“Real wizards do not willingly harm others or take unneeded risks. Once, not 
long ago, I faced a wizard that was not afraid of mixing the dead with the living. 
I was forced to destroy him so the living and the dead could both be free.” 

“So you say,” answered Annalynn, turning to go. 

“A moment,” said Alex, seeing how unhappy and troubled Annalynn was. 
“Perhaps a little magic would help you to believe.” 

As Annalynn turned around, Alex bent down and picked up a rock off the 
ground. He held the rock tightly in his hand, focusing on the image he could see 
in Annalynn’s mind. For a moment there was no noise at all, no wind, no birds, 
nothing. The moment passed, and Alex held out his hand to Annalynn. The rock 


was no longer a rock but a perfect cameo of Annalynn’s mother, white on a deep 
blue background. 

Annalynn’s hand trembled as she reached out to take the cameo. She looked 
stunned and unsure as she lifted it from Alex’s hand. It seemed that she could not 
speak, but then she found her voice. 

“How ... how did you know? How did you know what she looked like?” 

“T did not,” said Alex. “I was the maker, but the image came from you.” 

Annalynn looked at him as if she wanted to ask another question, but her 
voice failed her once more. 

“Go now,” said Alex. “The day brings many things, and already the lords of 
Talbas are stirring.” 

Annalynn smiled weakly, and then she ran from the garden clutching the 
gift he had given her. It was a small thing, but Alex thought that it was needed. 
Annalynn would be more believing, and perhaps not so quick to judge what a 
true wizard would and would not do. 

Stonebill swept through the garden and landed on Alex’s shoulder. 

“Where have you been?” Alex asked. 

“Looking, listening,” said Stonebill. “Rallian will make his claim today, I 
think, and Talbot and his sons will support his claim.” 

“One small kingdom among many,” said Alex, walking toward the castle. 
“But it’s a start.” 

Alex met Virgil and his company on their way to breakfast and happily 
went with them. Rallian and Talbot were not in the great hall, so Colesum sat in 
his father’s chair, presiding over the meal. After they had eaten, Colesum told 
Virgil that his father had prepared payment for the company and had granted 
Colesum the honor of overseeing the payment in his father’s place. 

“You should come with us,” Virgil said to Alex as they stood to leave. “Half 
of the payment is yours, as we all agreed.” 

“T have no place in this bargain,” said Alex. “We will settle later. Besides, 
you and your company have other things to discuss. You must decide what path 
you will take, now that your adventure is complete.” 

“But—” Virgil began but stopped. “As you wish.” 

Alex left the castle, returning to the garden where he could think. He 
wandered for a time, trying to relax his mind, but his thoughts always returned to 
his questions. What now? What next? Who will join Rallian and who will fight 
against him? What will the Brotherhood do once Rallian makes his claim? 
Would they interfere at all, or wait and see how the other kingdoms reacted 


before acting themselves? It was a puzzle with too many missing pieces, and it 
annoyed him the more he thought about it. 

At midday, a servant approached him nervously, asking him to join Talbot 
and Rallian in the great hall. Alex had known that this request was coming, and 
he tried to force his own questions out of his mind. Answers would come with 
time, and his worrying would not make the answers come any sooner. 

The great hall was filled with all the nobles of Talbas, some of whom Alex 
guessed must have arrived just that morning. Rallian was sitting at the high table 
next to Talbot, and he looked happy but nervous. Alex found a place to stand at 
the back of the great hall. 

“My lords,” said Talbot, rising from his seat and speaking loudly. “My 
lords, hear me. The day that we have all hoped for has arrived.” 

The crowd grew silent, and all eyes turned toward Rallian. 

“Prince Rallian has asked to address you,” Talbot said. “He wishes to speak 
on a matter that is close to all of us.” 

Rallian rose from his seat and bowed respectfully to Talbot, then turned to 
face the waiting crowd. Alex could see expectant and excited looks on most of 
the faces, and worried looks on a few. 

“My lords of the north,” said Rallian, looking around the room. “After 
much thought and long hours of discussion with the noble Lord Talbot, I have 
something to tell you. As you all know, Nezza has been without a true king for 
many years. We have all suffered because of this, though some have suffered 
more than others. Many men have made claims, but none have worn the crown. 
Now I, Rallian of Karmus, prince of the noble line, make my claim. I offer 
myself to you, as your king, your protector, and your servant.” 

“How say you men of the north?” Talbot called out once Rallian had 
finished speaking. 

“Hail, King Rallian!” a thousand voices answered, shaking the dust from 
the rafters of the great hall. “Hail the true king of Nezza!” 

Alex was shocked by this vocal show of support for Rallian’s claim. He had 
expected Talbot to support Rallian, but he’d thought that most of the nobles 
would need persuading of one kind or another. It appeared that all the nobles of 
Talbas were firmly behind Rallian, and Alex watched as each of the lords in turn 
swore his loyalty to Rallian as king of Nezza. 

“My lord?” said a servant as Alex turned to leave the hall. “King Rallian 
asks that you join him in the council chamber.” 

“As the king wishes,” said Alex. 


Alex followed the servant out of the great hall and into a smaller room. 
Virgil and his company were already there, waiting for Rallian and the lords of 
Talbas. Alex nodded to them as he entered, but he did not speak. Rallian soon 
appeared with Talbot and several of the other nobles. 

“Now to plan,” said Rallian, a serious look on his face. “Lazar will not have 
been idle since my escape, and I fear he will attack before we are prepared to 
meet him.” 

“T’ve already sent messengers to Lords Caftan and Shelnor,” said Talbot. 
“Theirs are the closest kingdoms.” 

“Will they join us?” Rallian asked. 

“Yes,” Talbot answered without hesitation. “Lords Caftan and Shelnor 
joined with me in hiring the adventurers who rescued you.” 

“Very well,” said Rallian. “I will remember their kindness.” 

Rallian paused for a moment and then turned to Alex. “Master Taylor, you 
have led me from the dungeons, and your plans have always been for the best. 
Can you advise me on what to do now that my claim as king has been made?” 

“Assemble your army,” said Alex. “March south to meet Lazar’s forces 
before they can reach these northern lands.” 

“Open warfare, then,” said Rallian, looking pained by the idea. 

“Lazar will not surrender to you,” Alex pointed out. “His troops may not 
love him, but they know no other master. If you meet them in force and declare 
yourself, perhaps they will join with you. At the very least, you must not allow 
them to destroy the lands that are loyal to you.” 

“Your wisdom is sound,” said Talbot. “And if we can hold Lazar’s forces in 
place, or drive them back, other kingdoms may choose to join us.” 

“All of the lords of Nezza should be given the chance to join you without 
war,” said Alex. “Some may join gladly, others reluctantly. Some may choose to 
join Lazar or remain uncommitted. You will do well to remember which lords do 
what, and reward them or punish them accordingly.” 

“How soon can the army be gathered and move south?” Rallian asked 
Talbot. 

“We can leave from Talbas in two days’ time,” answered Talbot. “Two 
thousand warriors will march with us. A thousand more are already in 
Dunnmara. Once word goes out, the entire army will gather wherever you 
command. We should be at full strength in a week or ten days.” 

“Dunnmara holds the main roads from the south and east,” said Rallian 
thoughtfully. “Send word for the army to gather at Dunnmara.” 


“Lord Talbot, how large is the army?” Alex asked. 

“No fewer than ten thousand men from Talbas and the lands I control,” said 
Talbot. “I should think we will be closer to twelve thousand before the ten days 
are over. Caftan and Shelnor will bring at least seven thousand men each from 
their kingdoms as well.” 

“What are you thinking, my friend?” Rallian asked. 

“That Lazar will not attack Lord Talbot’s lands first,” said Alex. “He knows 
that Lord Talbot has a large army at his command, so he may seek to destroy the 
smaller kingdoms that support Lord Talbot, and you, King Rallian.” 

“That is true,” said Talbot. “Lazar has never risked open war here in the 
north. Both Caftan’s and Shelnor’s kingdoms are closer and easier for him to get 
to. He could attack them sooner and not have to haul his supplies over the 
mountains.” 

“Yes,” agreed Rallian, considering this new information. “Send word to 
Caftan and Shelnor to gather their armies at the gap of Luthan. It is the most 
likely place for Lazar to enter either of their lands. We will meet them there. If 
Lazar is there ahead of us, we will cross the mountains and come up behind him. 
If not, we will join forces and march on Karmus from there.” 

“A cunning plan,” said Talbot. “It shall be as you command.” He bowed 
and then left the room. 

“Now, for other matters,” said Rallian, looking at Virgil and his company. 
“My friends, what will you do now that your adventure has found success?” 

“King Rallian,” said Virgil, approaching Rallian and bowing. “I speak for 
my company, and we have decided on our course. We will serve you until your 
throne is secure. Only when that is done will our adventure have found its true 
success.” 

“Your offer is most kind, and I accept your service,” said Rallian. “I have 
heard that adventurers are great warriors, and though there are but four of you, I 
am glad you are with us.” 

Virgil and the others in the company all bowed to Rallian. 

“And now,” Rallian said, looking at Alex, “what will you do, my friend? 
Twice already you have saved me. I dare not ask anything more of you.” 

“T will ride south with you,” said Alex. “I have sworn by my staff to see 
you on the throne of Nezza, and I will not break that oath.” 

“You favor me greatly,” said Rallian. “So, in two days’ time we will all ride 
south, and may fortune smile on us all.” 

There was a loud cheer as Rallian finished speaking. Alex was happy both 


to know that Virgil and the others would remain in Nezza and that Rallian had 
been accepted by the lords of the north. Alex knew there were many other 
kingdoms to deal with, other kingdoms that might not be as happy as Talbot’s to 
find a true king, but he held on to his hope that Rallian would become king of 
Nezza without a long and painful war. 

Alex left the cheering lords and adventurers, wanting to spend time in the 
garden alone. The garden was a happy place where he could think in peace. He 
had a lot on his mind, particularly King Rallian’s order to gather the army. As he 
wandered the garden, he talked with Stonebill about his thoughts. 

“If you like, I can fly south,” Stonebill offered. “I can spy out the land and 
see where Lazar’s forces are and what they are up to.” 

“That would be useful,” said Alex. “But before you go, I should put a spell 
of protection on you.” 

“Protection?” Stonebill asked. “Why would I need protection? Men going 
to battle do not have time to shoot at passing birds.” 

“T would feel better knowing you were protected both by magic and by the 
unseeing eyes of men,” said Alex. 

Stonebill submitted to Alex’s request, fluttering down to a nearby stone 
bench so Alex could work his magic. Alex’s spell took only a moment, but it 
would protect Stonebill from arrows and stones as well as from any evil magic 
Magnus might use against him. 

“T will return as soon as I can,” Stonebill promised. 

“Take care, my friend,” said Alex as the raven took flight. “Remember that 
spells can only do so much.” 

Stonebill dipped his wings in acknowledgment and then sped from the 
garden on his errand. 

Alex watched as he flew out of sight. When he turned around, Tom was 
waiting for him a little farther down the path. 

“Forgive my intrusion,” said Tom. 

“There is nothing to forgive,” said Alex, walking forward to meet Tom. “I 
see that your desire to test yourself has grown.” 

“We will soon be riding south to battle,” said Tom. “I thought it would be 
wise to test myself now, before we go.” 

“Tonight,” said Alex after a long pause to consider things. “Meet me here at 
midnight, and I will lead you to the wall.” 

“You will lead me?” Tom asked. 

“For your first journey, yes, I must lead you,” said Alex, looking up at the 


sky. “After your first journey, you may never wish to return. Many healers will 
not go where you are asking me to take you.” 

“T do not ask lightly,” said Tom, sounding troubled. 

“And I do not agree lightly.” 

Tom bowed, then left the garden. Alex was concerned about Tom’s desire to 
visit the wall. Tom had no idea how strong the pull of the shadowlands was or 
how hard the test would be. 


Chapter Fifteen 
A Journey and a Promise 
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Midnight came too soon for Alex. He wanted to put Tom off until another 
time, but he knew that Tom was determined to return to the wall between life 
and death. If Alex did not lead him there, he might find his own way to the 
shadowlands and that could be fatal. Alex remembered his own journeys to the 
wall, and he hoped Tom was ready for what he was about to face. 

“T am ready,” said Tom, his face set and his voice solemn. 

Alex nodded and then looked at the sky for a moment. He focused his mind 
on the journey he was about to take and on the garden around him. He wanted to 
be anchored to life and the beauty of life before making this journey. 

“Take my hand.” 

Tom reached out and took Alex’s hand, shaking slightly with excitement 
and fear. 

Alex looked at his friend and then softly spoke the magic words that would 
take them both to the shadowlands. For a few seconds Alex looked into the 
darkness, and then he looked at Tom, waiting to see what Tom would do. 

“Its not. . . It is not like I thought it would be,” Tom said. He looked 
stunned and pale. 

“I know,” said Alex. 

“The call is strong,” Tom went on, his voice troubled but steady. It was as if 
he had not heard Alex at all. “I see now why most healers do not wish to come 
here.” 

“Tt is a dangerous place for the living,” said Alex. He continued to watch 
every move that Tom made. 

“The lands beyond the wall are strangely beautiful,” said Tom, his voice 
becoming dreamy. “It would be nice to go and look at them.” 

“If you go, you cannot return,” Alex warned. 

“T know,” said Tom, his voice returning to normal. “It is difficult to remain 
focused.” 

“Tt is easier if you are looking for someone, trying to call them back,” said 
Alex, letting his eyes return to the shadowlands. 

“Yes,” said Tom. “If I were looking for someone I would have a reason to 


be here. Now . . . now it is pointless.” 

“Not pointless,” answered Alex, looking back at Tom. “You had to know 
what to expect. It is important that you remember how strong the call of the 
shadowlands can be and how hard it is to focus on your task while you are here.” 

“T understand,” said Tom, calling Alex’s attention away from the wall. 

Tom turned to look at Alex for the first time, and his face went slack and his 
eyes grew wide. 

Alex understood Tom’s reaction. Even though he had never seen himself in 
this place between life and death, he had seen his friend Calysto and her true 
power. 

“You see my powers more clearly here than ever before,” said Alex. “Are 
you ready to return to the land of the living?” 

Tom simply nodded. 

Taking Tom’s hand, Alex turned and walked away from the shadows 
toward the light that had been behind them. After a moment of darkness, a cool 
breeze blew across his face. He opened his eyes and looked once again at the 
night sky of Nezza. 

Tom was kneeling in front of him, shaken and unable to look him in the 
face. Alex waited for Tom to gain control of himself, but it was several minutes 
before Tom began to move. 

“You are much more than I imagined,” Tom said, his voice trembling. 

“Yes,” said Alex. “I am more than a healer, and what you saw was more 
than you expected. I am sorry, I should have warned you.” 

“Do not be sorry,” said Tom. “I am honored that you would let me see you 
there.” 

“Tt was necessary for me to accompany you on your first journey,” said 
Alex. “Now tell me, what did you see?” 

“T saw a low stone wall at the bottom of a hill,” Tom answered slowly. “I 
saw the lands of shadow beyond the wall.” 

“Anything else?” Alex asked. 

“No, nothing else,” said Tom in a tired voice. “Was there something else I 
should have seen?” 

He’s lying, Alex’s O’Gash whispered. As much to himself as to you. 

Alex considered what his O’Gash said, and then answered. “No, there was 
nothing else you should have seen. Now you must decide if you will make the 
journey again. No one will blame you if you choose not to go, as it is a 
dangerous journey. If you choose to go again, to take the second test, then you 


will go alone.” 

“T do not know if I can,” said Tom, looking at the ground. 

“You don’t need to decide right now,” said Alex. “In fact, it would be better 
if you waited for several days at least before making a decision. If you wish to 
take the second test, I will wait and watch as you do so. You may choose to wait 
for some time before testing yourself again, and then you may be the student of 
another. If you decide not to return, I can help you forget the path so that you 
won’t be tempted to go to the wall alone.” 

“T understand,” said Tom, standing up slowly. “I have much to think about 
and little time for thinking.” 

“You have all the time in the world, Tom. Your second test can be put off 
until you are sure you want to take it, until you are sure that you are ready,” said 
Alex. 

“T will ponder on this,” said Tom, his solemn tone returning. 

“We will speak again soon,” said Alex, leaving Tom in the garden and 
returning to his own room. 

Alex didn’t go to sleep right away. He lay awake on his bed, wondering not 
only why Tom had lied about seeing something more in the shadow lands, but 
more importantly, why Tom would lie to himself about what he had seen. 
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The next morning at breakfast, Tom still looked shaken from his visit to the 
shadowlands. Alex watched him closely and tried to read his thoughts. He had 
little time to worry about Tom, however, as preparations for their move south 
were well underway. 

“Master Taylor,” Rallian called as they were finishing their meal. He waved 
for Alex to join him. “You carry no sword, and I would not have you go to battle 
with only your staff. If I can provide a weapon for you, I would be—” 

“T have a sword,” said Alex, cutting off Rallian’s offer. “I have had no need 
for it yet in Nezza, but I will wear it if that will please you.” 

“I hope you won’t need it,” said Rallian. “But it would be best to be 
prepared for anything.” 

“And your lords would be happier with a wizard who is a warrior and not a 
schemer like Magnus,” said Alex with a slight smile. 

“Tt might make them more trusting,” Rallian admitted. “Though if any of 
them speak against you, they will answer to me for it.” 


“You are most kind,” said Alex. “I will wear my sword. As you’ve heard 
from the stories Skeld has told, I do know how to use one.” 

“And a great addition your sword will be to our army,” said Rallian. “Is it 
really a magic sword, or was that just something Skeld made up?” 

“Tt is a magic sword,” Alex answered. “It was made long ago by the elves, 
and it has powers of its own.” 

“Can any man who uses the sword call on those powers?” Rallian asked. 

“The sword chooses its own master,” Alex explained. “It has chosen me. It 
would be dangerous for anyone else to try to use the sword as long as I am its 
master.” 

“Amazing,” said Rallian. “I’ve heard stories of magic swords, but like most 
of our stories, I thought there was little truth in them.” 

“Perhaps, when your throne is secure and there is peace in Nezza once 
more, new stories will come to your land,” said Alex. “If magic and adventurers 
are accepted in Nezza, then you and your people will learn a great deal.” 

“Nothing would please me more,” said Rallian. “I hope that our time of 
learning is not far off.” 

Alex left Rallian and spent most of the day wandering in the castle garden 
alone, thinking. When he left the garden for meals or to speak with Rallian and 
his lords, he noticed that Annalynn was never far away. She seemed to be 
watching Rallian and trying hard not to be seen doing it. 

Alex also noticed that Rallian would often glance toward Annalynn, though 
he also tried to make it appear that he did not. Neither of them seemed to be 
aware of the fact that Alex, at least, noticed their glances. 

The day passed quickly, and everything was in motion. The part of Talbot’s 
army that was in Talbas was making preparations to leave, and groups of soldiers 
and men from nearby towns and villages kept turning up all day. Alex was 
impressed by the number of eager and willing men who answered Talbot’s call. 
He remembered Tempe’s comment about the spell he had released when freeing 
the desert river, and he hoped that at least some of that magic was being turned 
to good here in Talbas. 

Alex skipped the evening feast, preferring the quiet solitude of the garden. 
Tomorrow he would ride south with Rallian, hoping to find Lazar’s army, though 
he was afraid of what would happen when they did. He was so caught up in his 
thoughts that he didn’t hear Annalynn’s approach, and he jumped when she 
spoke to him. 

“Can you keep him from harm? Prince Rallian, I mean.” She was wearing 


the cameo Alex had made for her, and her face was full of sorrow. 

“Rallian is at the center of a great storm—a storm that may destroy all of 
Nezza,” said Alex, his own words taking him by surprise. “I can only try to 
guide him through this storm.” 

“Tt is said that wizards have their price,” said Annalynn, a nervous quiver in 
her voice. “What price would you ask to keep Rallian safe?” 

“What would you offer?” Alex asked, interested in what Annalynn would 
offer. 

“Anything,” Annalynn said without hesitation. 

“Anything?” 

“Anything I can give or promise,” said Annalynn, her tone firm and 
determined. “Anything and everything to keep him safe.” 

“Then, my lady, I will swear by my staff to do all I can to bring Rallian 
through this trial safely,” said Alex. 

“And your price?” Annalynn asked. “What will you ask for your services?” 

“Nothing.” 

“Nothing?” Annalynn repeated, stunned. “Nothing at all>?” 

“You have offered everything, and the offer is enough,” said Alex. 

“I... I don’t understand,” said Annalynn. 

“True wizards do not sell their power,” said Alex. “I asked what you would 
offer only because I was curious, nothing more. I will do what I can to keep 
Rallian safe, not only because you have offered everything for this, but also 
because he is my friend.” 

“Forgive me,” said Annalynn, her gaze dropping to the ground. “I have 
been a fool.” 

“You know little of wizards and even less about magic,” said Alex in a 
kindly voice. “I cannot fault you for believing the stories you have heard all your 
life.” 

“T should have known better,” Annalynn said. “After you made the cameo, I 
should have known the stories were not true.” 

“No harm has been done,” said Alex, trying to cheer Annalynn. “Now you 
know more about wizards than you did before. You know that I will not sell my 
powers for any price, but I will give them away for friendship alone.” 

“T—” Annalynn began but stopped suddenly. “Someone is coming. I should 
not be here.” 

“Go, then,” said Alex. He had heard the footsteps as well. 

“T wish to speak some more with you,” said Annalynn, reluctant to leave. 
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“Wait by the fountain,” said Alex. “I will follow as soon as I can.” 

Annalynn hurried away as silent as a shadow, vanishing in the darkness. 

Alex watched her go, and then he turned back to see Rallian walking slowly 
down the path toward him. He was pretending to be looking at the flowers. 

“You are up late,” Alex said as Rallian approached. 

“Oh, I .. . I didn’t know you were here,” said Rallian, a nervous and 
slightly guilty tone in his voice. “I was just thinking that. . .” 

“You were hoping to meet Annalynn in the garden,” said Alex, catching 
Rallian’s gaze. 

“No, I just—” Rallian began, and then he laughed. “Yes. I see it is pointless 
to try hiding anything from you. Yes, I was hoping to find her here.” 

“Some things are plain for all to see,” said Alex. “She is not far. You will 
find her waiting by the fountain.” 

“You spoke to her?” Rallian asked. 

“She asked me to keep you safe,” said Alex. 

“And what did she offer you for this kindness?” Rallian asked, looking both 
happy and troubled. 

“She offered everything,” said Alex. “I accepted nothing,” he added 
quickly, seeing the look on Rallian’s face. “You have known me long enough to 
know that I do not sell my powers. I will do what I can to keep you safe because 
you are my friend. Annalynn’s request is only one more reason for me to do 
what I can for you.” 

“Old stories are hard to forget,” said Rallian after a pause. 

“T do not blame her, or you, for believing them,” said Alex. “She is waiting 
for me by the fountain, but I think she would be happier to see you.” 

Rallian glanced down the pathway. 

“Go and talk to her,” said Alex. “We leave in the morning, so it would be 
wise for you to speak your heart tonight.” 

Rallian nodded his understanding. He smiled at Alex and moved quickly 
toward the fountain. 

Alex stayed where he was for a long moment, considering what he had just 
set in motion. He looked up at the silver moon, took a deep breath, and walked 
back to the castle. 

“Master Taylor,” a voice called out as Alex was heading toward his room. 

“Lord Colesum,” said Alex, turning and finding Talbot’s oldest son 
approaching him. 

“Forgive me, I have not had a chance to speak with you before now,” said 


Colesum. 

“Tt is a busy time,” said Alex. “What can I do for you?” 

“Tt is late. Perhaps I should speak with you another time,” said Colesum, 
looking awkward. 

“Not too late,” said Alex. “I am not tired, and if I can be of assistance, it 
would be my pleasure to help you.” 

“Yes, well,’ Colesum began, looking over his shoulder to make sure they 
were alone. “I was hoping you might be able to advise me.” 

“Walk with me,” said Alex. 

It was clear the young lord did not wish to be overheard or possibly even be 
seen talking with him. Colesum walked along the castle corridor with Alex, but 
he did not speak for a few moments. Finally, he seemed to collect his thoughts 
and find the nerve to speak. 

“T’ve spent several hours with your friends. They have many tales of distant 
lands.” 

“They have traveled to many places,” said Alex. 

“Yes, exactly,’ Colesum agreed. “Places that my people have long ago 
forgotten about, or perhaps have never known about.” 

“And you wish to see those places for yourself,” said Alex; it was not a 
question. 

“Your friends—Virgil and the others—they seem so different from the men 
of Nezza.” 

They walked on in silence for several minutes more before Colesum spoke 
again. 

“All my life, I have dreamed of seeing other lands, of doing great deeds. I 
suppose I have always wanted to be an adventurer, like yourself and the others.” 

“Pm sure Virgil and the others explained to you that adventurers do not 
choose themselves,” said Alex. 

“Yes, they have told me,” Colesum answered. “Yet the desire burns inside 
of me. At times I feel that I will burst with this desire. There are times when I 
want to run away in search of adventure.” 

“Do you wish me to cool your desire with magic?” Alex asked. 

“No, not that,” Colesum answered quickly. “I just thought, with Rallian 
becoming king, perhaps Talbas will no longer need so many warriors. Perhaps I 
could leave my people for a time and find the adventure that I long for.” 

“You are likely to find a great deal of adventure in the coming weeks,” said 
Alex. 


“Yes,” agreed Colesum. “Lazar will not willingly yield Karmus to Rallian, 
of that I am sure. I think, however, that many of the kingdoms will join Rallian 
willingly, so I hope the wars will not last for long.” 

They stopped walking, and Alex looked Colesum in the face. He could see 
Colesum’s desire, almost need, to find adventure. 

“What would you ask of me?” Alex asked. 

“You are a wizard,” said Colesum. “I thought you might be able to tell me if 
I can be an adventurer.” 

“T cannot,” said Alex. “You must find an oracle to answer that question for 
you.” 

“The lady of the red lands?” Colesum asked. 

“Tempe is a great oracle,” said Alex. “The journey to her house is not as 
difficult as it was.” 

“T would ride away tonight in search of her, but I have sworn allegiance to 
Rallian,” said Colesum, a slight look of pain on his face. 

“You must keep your oaths,” said Alex. “Honor is important to adventurers 
—more important than any treasure they may find.” 

“T would not break my oath,” said Colesum. 

“T know that you would not,” said Alex. “With any luck at all, Rallian will 
soon sit on the throne in Karmus. Once Rallian is king, you should seek out the 
oracle and discover your destiny. That is, if you have not already found your 
destiny.” 

“And if I am not one of the chosen?” Colesum asked. 

“Then you must learn to live with who you are,” answered Alex. “Perhaps 
you will have enough of adventures before ever going to look for the oracle. It 
may take a long time to see Rallian accepted as the king of Nezza.” 

“You speak wisely,” said Colesum, looking less troubled than he had been. 
“Thank you for speaking with me.” 

“T am honored by your trust,” said Alex. 

Colesum walked with Alex back to his room. They talked about the war 
that was coming and what Lazar might do. Alex could see that Colesum was 
clever and that he understood a great deal about warfare. He thought Colesum 
would make an excellent general for Rallian’s army but would also make an 
excellent adventurer. He did not share his thoughts with Colesum, afraid to push 
him toward or away from either path. 

Colesum thanked Alex once more, and Alex watched him go. He closed the 
door to his room and dropped onto his bed, considering each of Talbot’s children 


in turn: Colesum, the oldest, who wanted to be an adventurer and to travel to 
distant lands; Hathnor, the second son, a friend of elves who wanted nothing 
more than to visit the far lands to the north and west; and Annalynn, the 
youngest child and only daughter of Lord Talbot. She was the most difficult to 
understand, and perhaps the most interesting of them all. 

They were an impressive family, and Alex thought his trip to Nezza was 
worth the trouble, if only to meet Lord Talbot and his children. 


Chapter Sixteen 
The Gathering Storm 
~— 





Alex woke to the sound of moving men and horses. It took a moment for 
him to realize what was happening, and when he did he almost jumped out of 
bed. Lord Talbot’s army was starting south today. He was happy to be moving 
again but worried just the same. Being a wizard, he could see a number of 
possible outcomes, but he was not an oracle or a seer so he continued to worry. 

Alex sat on the edge of his bed and, for the first time since he’d come to 
Nezza, he took his magic sword, Moon Slayer, out of his bag. He held the sword 
in his hands for several minutes, remembering how its power had filled him in 
the past. Part of him hoped he would not need to use the sword, but another part 
of him really wanted to use it again. Without trying to sort out his mixed 
feelings, Alex attached the sword to his belt and then took another item from his 
bag. It was the true silver mail he had made on his last adventure. He had made 
it to help fight off dark magic, but it would be even more useful against warriors 
in battle. Pulling a shirt over the chain mail, Alex left his room and made his 
way to the great hall. 

“A day to remember,” said Virgil as Alex joined him and his company for 
breakfast. 

“T’m glad you all decided to stay in Nezza and help Rallian,” said Alex. 

“Tt seemed the best thing to do,” said Virgil. “It’s not like we could go home 
anyway. Not with Bray trying to block the great arch and doing every little thing 
Lazar tells him to.” 

“And our adventure can’t be completed until we settle with you,” Skeld 
added, slapping Alex on the back in his friendly way. 

“Best not to leave kings uncrowned,” said Dain, looking stern and proud in 
his dwarf armor. 

“And it is a show of goodwill to remain,” Tom added. 

Alex knew that Skeld and Virgil thought of this as a game. They were both 
laughing and joking, which did not surprise Alex. He knew the beliefs of 
Norsland, which said that death in battle was the best death anyone could 
possibly hope for. Tom seemed nervous but happy. Only Dain seemed to be 
taking things as seriously as he was. 


As they were finishing their meal, Rallian appeared with Lord Talbot. The 
king looked troubled, and Alex could see the cool determination in Rallian’s 
eyes. 

“My friends,” Rallian began, “let us toast our beginning and wish for luck 
to follow us.” 

Servants appeared as he spoke, passing out mugs to all those gathered in the 
great hall. There was a general wish for luck, after which they all drank and 
cheered loudly. Alex couldn’t help feeling happy with all the cheering going on 
around him, and he cheered with the rest of them as they marched out of the 
castle to find their horses. 

“Lord Taylor,” Colesum called. “My brother, Hathnor, and I, would be 
honored if you would ride with us in King Rallian’s vanguard.” 

“Tt would be both my honor and my pleasure to do so,” said Alex. 

“You wear a sword today,” Colesum said, leading Alex to his horse. “I did 
not know that wizards bothered with such common things.” 

“T could use a sword before I took my staff,” said Alex. “And my sword is 
not as common as you might think.” 

“So we’ve heard,” said Hathnor, walking up as Alex was speaking. “The 
king has told us the stories, and your friend Skeld has sworn that they are all 
true.” 

“T cannot say if they are true or not, as I did not hear the stories,” said Alex. 
“But I know Skeld very well.” 

Colesum and Hathnor laughed at Alex’s reply as they climbed onto their 
horses. They looked impressive in their shining armor, but only Alex knew about 
the true silver mail he wore under his shirt. They talked with Alex as they rode 
away from the castle and through the city. 

“How many men has Rallian left to hold Talbas?” Alex asked as the city 
grew small behind them. 

“Two hundred of the oldest and youngest warriors,” said Colesum. “We 
have scouts out, so it is unlikely that Lazar’s army could approach without our 
knowing.” 

“The king has ordered the people from all the nearby towns and villages 
into Talbas as well,” Hathnor added. “That will increase the guard to five or six 
hundred.” 

“A wise precaution,” Alex said. 

“Where is your raven today?” Hathnor asked. 

“Stonebill flew south to scout the land,” said Alex. “He will return in a day 
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or two with news of what lies ahead of us.” 

“He can travel faster and farther than our scouts,” said Colesum 
thoughtfully. 

“And he sees more than most scouts as well,” Alex added. “He is a wise 
bird, and I am glad the oracle asked me to bring him along.” 

“The Oracle of the Red Lands sent this bird with you?” Colesum asked in 
surprise. 

“She asked it as a favor,” said Alex. 

“Then he is truly a good omen for the king,” said Hathnor. “The raven is 
considered a royal bird here, as you may know. To have one so friendly with this 
company is a good sign.” 

Alex looked at the armored knights in front of him as they rode. There were 
two dozen of them in shining silver armor, each carrying a long lance with a 
banner attached to it. He swiveled in his saddle to look behind him, where 
Rallian and Lord Talbot rode along with another thirty or forty armored knights. 
He was glad to see that Virgil and the others were not too far behind Rallian. The 
sight of so many warriors gave him hope, as did the confidence of Colesum and 
Hathnor. 

“This land looks so peaceful,” Alex said. “It is hard to believe there has 
ever been a war here.” 

“Tt has been a long time since any army but our own has marched in these 
lands,” said Colesum. “We have been strong for more than a hundred years, and 
with luck, we will remain strong.” 

“Luck often favors the bold,” said Alex. 

They rode on toward Dunnmara, talking and laughing from time to time as 
they went. They all knew what the future might hold, but for now they were 
happy to be riding together. They paused once during the day to rest their horses 
and eat a little. Messengers began returning as they ate, and all the news seemed 
to be good. 

When they stopped for the night, Rallian held a meeting with his generals to 
discuss what was happening. Alex was invited to join the group, along with 
Virgil. 

“There is no sign of Lazar’s army,” said Rallian. “If we move quickly, we 
can fight him on the other side of the mountains and spare this land.” 

“He will surely have men along the south road,” Talbot said. “He will be 
watching for our approach.” 

“Tt would be best to keep him in the dark,” said Alex. “If we could encircle 


the men watching the roads so no word of our movement reached Lazar or his 
army, we would have an advantage.” 

“Both wise and cunning,” said Rallian. “I will send scouts to spy on Lazar’s 
watch. Once we know where they are, and how many men there are, we can 
make plans to capture them.” 

“And the captured men may be able to tell us what Lazar is up to,” Colesum 
added. 

“There is one other matter,” said Rallian, turning to look at Alex. “The 
weather is unusual for this time of year. The rains seem to have dried up. Do you 
think Magnus could be keeping the rains away so that Lazar’s army can move 
faster?” 

“No, this is not Magnus’s doing,” said Alex. “I doubt he even cares about 
the weather.” 

Rallian gave Alex a questioning look, but Alex didn’t explain how he knew 
that Magnus wasn’t behind the unusual weather. Tempe had told him that the 
weather would be dry, at least for a time. The rains would come at some point, 
but for the next few weeks at least, the army could move quickly. 

Alex wondered how hard it would be to control the weather. Since his 
encounter with the stoics, Alex had been looking for a way to use more of his 
dragon magic and include it in his everyday life. Perhaps the power of the 
dragon was strong enough to change the weather, but for now, Alex would let 
things be. 

With their plans made, Rallian sent more messengers south. Alex watched 
as they rode away, wondering what Stonebill had discovered. He wanted to 
know what Lazar was doing, or more correctly, what Magnus was telling Lazar 
to do. It was possible that Lazar’s army would wait for them near Karmus, 
hoping that a battle in the place of his choosing would be to their advantage. 

Magnus was another worry. The old man had to be doing something, but 
Alex had no idea what. He considered using the scrying orb in his bag, but 
unless he knew exactly what he was looking for, the orb wouldn’t be much help. 

After eating the evening meal, Alex wandered out of the tents to look at the 
stars. As he stood silently looking into the sky, he felt Tom approaching. 

“May I speak with you?” Tom asked, stopping a short distance away. 

“Of course,” said Alex. 

“I...” Tom began and then stopped to clear his throat. “I have been 
thinking about the second test. I would like to take it, but I feel I should wait 
until matters are settled in Nezza.” 


“A wise choice,” said Alex. “When things are settled in Nezza, we will talk 
about this again.” 

Tom bowed and walked away, and Alex turned to watch him go. He still 
wondered what Tom had seen in the shadowlands, and why he had lied about 
seeing anything at all. Alex’s O’Gash had said that Tom was lying to himself, 
but Alex couldn’t see any reason for Tom to do that. 

He has found another answer, Alex’s O’Gash said softly. One that he was 
not looking for. 

Alex didn’t understand what that meant, but his O’Gash remained silent, so 
Alex let his questions drift to the back of his mind. Whatever answers Tom had 
found, Alex knew that he would discover them in time. 


ee 


The next morning, they continued their march south and east. There was not 
as much laughter today, but everyone still seemed to be in good spirits. Alex 
watched the groups of men who were joining with the army as they went along. 
He was impressed by how many of these groups there were and by how happy 
they all seemed to be. They were much like the warriors who had marched out of 
Talbas—happy to serve a true king. 

Rallian took the time to greet each new group that joined the army, an 
action that Alex thought was wise. The men had come because Lord Talbot had 
called, but they would be fighting for Rallian. Alex knew that the men would 
fight better for a leader they knew, or at least for one who took the time to get to 
know them. 

By the time they reached Dunnmara, the sun was already dropping below 
the horizon. Perhaps a thousand tents were set up around the city walls, and the 
evening was brightened by hundreds of campfires. Men were riding and running 
between the tents, carrying messages back and forth between commanders. 

“They will be arriving all night,” Colesum said to Alex. “Some of them will 
have traveled farther than we have by the time they get here.” 

“Fortunately, we always keep a large stockpile of supplies ready,” Hathnor 
added. “We never know when we might need them. That is one of the reasons 
we have remained strong for so long.” 

“And I believe one of the reasons we will be successful in putting Rallian 
on the throne,” said Alex. 

Just then, Stonebill arrived with a flutter, landing on Alex’s shoulder. The 


raven looked worn out, but he was in a rush to tell Alex what he had seen. 

“Lazar has sent his army east and north,” said Stonebill. “They will reach 
the gap of Luthan in two days’ time.” 

“Will Caftan and Shelnor be there in time to stop them?” Alex asked. 

“They are gathering now, but it will be close,” answered Stonebill. “The 
northern lords have a fair-sized force at the gap, but it will take time to get all of 
their men in place.” 

“Then we should move more quickly and come at Lazar’s army from 
behind,” said Alex. 

“There is more,” Stonebill interrupted. “Magnus has bewitched the army of 
Lazar so they appear to be more than they really are. I would say there are no 
more than ten thousand men in the army, but they appear to be three or four 
times that number.” 

“Then we must let Caftan and Shelnor know, or they may withdraw from 
the gap,” said Alex, considering what he would do faced with a force of such 
size. 

“Tt will be difficult,” Stonebill said. “They know nothing of geebs, so a 
messenger must be sent.” 

“And they will trust what they see more than what we tell them,” Alex 
added. “Rest, my friend. You have done much for our cause, and we still have 
the advantage.” 

“What news?” Colesum asked as soon as Alex stopped talking to the raven. 
“Does Lazar march north to meet us, or does he wait in his own lands?” 

“We should talk with the king,” said Alex. “My friend has brought 
important news, and we will need to weigh our options.” 

Within ten minutes, Alex was telling Rallian and the lords of the north what 
Stonebill had discovered. Their mood became dark as they pondered what they 
should do. It was clear that Caftan and Shelnor needed to be told that the force 
attacking them was much smaller than it seemed to be, but would they believe 
it? 

“T will go to them,” said Colesum firmly. “They will believe me.” 

“T will go with him,” Hathnor added. “Surely they will not doubt both of 
us.” 

“Colesum is needed here,” said Rallian, looking at Lord Talbot as he spoke. 
“The journey will be difficult and dangerous. Lazar will have scouts and raiders 
out, trying to keep Caftan and Shelnor from sending messages to us.” 

“T will ride with Hathnor,” said Alex, stepping forward. “I believe the two 


of us can reach Lords Caftan and Shelnor and convince them of the truth.” 

“I had hoped you would remain with me,” said Rallian, his voice lowered 
slightly. 

“We must hold the gap of Luthan. That is where I am most needed,” said 
Alex. 

“Can you break the spell of Magnus?” Talbot asked. 

“T don’t know. I will need to see what magic Magnus has used before I can 
say,” said Alex. “But I think it might be best to leave his magic in place for a 
time.” 

“Why?” Rallian asked. 

“The army of Lazar will want to fight as little as possible,” said Alex. “If 
they think they can force Caftan and Shelnor to surrender, or perhaps leave the 
gap to their seemingly huge force, they will not attack.” 

“And if Caftan and Shelnor see themselves confronted by thirty or forty 
thousand men, they may well surrender,” Rallian said. 

“Hathnor and I will find some way to convince them of the truth,” said 
Alex. “Once Caftan and Shelnor understand how things stand, we will delay 
Lazar’s army, giving you time to come up behind them. When you are close, I 
will raise a fog so Lazar’s army will not see your approach. When all is ready, I 
will let the fog melt away and then see what I can do to wipe away the deception 
of Magnus.” 

“And Lazar’s army will be trapped between two larger armies,” said Talbot 
with a nod. “A good plan, and it might work, if you can reach Caftan and 
Shelnor in time.” 

“With your permission, Hathnor and I will leave tonight,” said Alex. “Near 
midnight, I think, would be best.” 

“Very well,” Rallian agreed. “I will send you two, and a small group of 
warriors to help you.” 

“The smaller the group, the better,” Alex said. “We need speed and 
secrecy.” 

“As you wish,” said Rallian. 

Alex turned to leave. He wanted to talk with Virgil and the others before he 
left, and it was already getting late. 

“I wish I were going with you,” said Colesum, following Alex out of the 
tent. “But, as the king said, I am needed here.” 

“Tt is for the best,” said Alex. “You are the oldest, and your place is here 
with your people.” 


“And my place is to ride as messenger,” said Hathnor. 

“T will choose a dozen good men to accompany you,” said Colesum, 
smiling at Hathnor. “That many should make up for my brother’s lack of skill.” 

“Fewer would be better,” said Alex. “Three or four lightly armored men on 
fast horses would be best. Our hope is not battle but speed.” 

“Tt will be as you wish,” said Colesum. 

“Now I need to talk with my adventurer friends,” said Alex. 

“They are camped just there,” said Hathnor, pointing to a large tent. 

“Very well,” Alex nodded. “Be ready to ride shortly after midnight.” 

“All will be ready,” Colesum answered. 

Alex left the brothers and walked quickly to the tent where Virgil and his 
other friends were camped. They greeted him when he entered the tent, 
questioning him about what news Stonebill had brought. He relayed Stonebill’s 
information and what plans had been made. They all listened with interest, 
taking in the importance of what was just beginning. 

“Perhaps some of us should ride with you,” said Virgil. 

“T would rather you all remain close to Rallian,” said Alex. 

“You suspect something,” said Virgil. 

Alex nodded. “I know that Magnus has a plan, and Rallian is at the center 
of it. I can’t be here to keep an eye on Rallian, so I need you all to stay alert and 
make sure nothing happens to him.” 

“As you wish,” said Virgil. 

“And take care of yourselves as well. I doubt you would end up in the 
dungeons of Karmus now, if you were taken.” 

“We would not be so easily taken a second time,” said Dain, fingering the 
ax in his belt. 

“Well then,” said Alex, looking at his friends, “Pll wish you all luck. Stay 
alert, stay close to Rallian, and try not to take too many chances. If all goes well, 
we will meet again at the gap of Luthan.” 

“We would also wish you luck,” said Virgil, “but as you seem to have more 
luck than any man should have, we will wish you good speed instead.” 

Alex left the adventurers with a smile and walked back toward Rallian’s 
tent. Colesum and Hathnor were standing outside, talking in lowered voices. 
Four well-armed and lightly armored men stood close by, holding six horses. 
Alex arrived just as Rallian stepped out of his tent. 

“Well then,” said Rallian, “I suppose you must be off.” 

“Tt is time,” said Hathnor. 


Rallian nodded. “Hathnor, you are in command of these men. You have my 
letters to Lords Caftan and Shelnor. Ride now, and may luck ride with you.” 

“T hear and obey,” answered Hathnor. 

“Master Taylor,” said Rallian, turning to Alex, “I have no power to 
command you, but I ask that you assist Hathnor and his men in their mission.” 

“As you wish,” said Alex. “We will accomplish the mission you have set 
for us or die in the attempt.” 

“Then I feel certain you will accomplish it,” said Rallian with a slight grin. 
“T doubt very much that anything in all of Nezza could kill you.” 

“T am as mortal as any man,” said Alex, climbing into his saddle. “Though I 
do seem to have more luck than most.” 

“Then may your luck hold true,” said Rallian. “And may we meet again 
soon.” 

Alex nodded and turned his horse east, galloping off through the tents with 
Hathnor beside him. 


Chapter Seventeen 
The First Battle 
~— 


Alex and Hathnor rode into the darkness, leaving the tents of the army 
behind. The road from Dunnmara was a good one and they were able to move 
quickly even in the darkness. Alex wanted to ask where the road led but didn’t 
want to interrupt Hathnor’s thoughts. He seemed more serious than Alex had 
seen him before. Alex knew the road would lead them to the gap of Luthan 
eventually, and that was enough for now. They rode all night, stopping only 
when the dim light of sunrise began to show the land around them. 

“We will rest for a few hours,” said Hathnor, reining in his horse and 
turning off the road. 

“How far will this road take us?” Alex asked. 

“All the way to Ossbo if we follow it,” said Hathnor. “We will have to leave 
it when we reach the eastern edge of our lands. The road turns toward the north 
there, and we need to go south.” 

Alex looked down the road to the east. He considered everything he knew 
about Nezza. If Rallian got the army moving today, it would take him at least 
two days to cross the mountains. Once over the mountains, it would take another 
two days, possibly three, to reach the gap of Luthan. That was a lot of time, and 
Stonebill had said that Lazar’s army would reach the gap in just over two days. 

“We should reach Caftan and Shelnor before Lazar’s army,” said Hathnor, 
walking up beside Alex. “We will leave this road before nightfall and cross open 
country to the gap.” 

“But will Caftan and Shelnor still be there?” Alex wondered out loud. “If 
they know Lazar is coming, and if they believe his army to be as big as it 
appears to be, will they stay?” 

“King Rallian sent word for them to hold the gap,” said Hathnor. “They will 
hold the gap as long as they can, no matter the cost. I know both Caftan and 
Shelnor. They are brave and stubborn men; they will do all they can.” 

“How long before we reach the gap?” Alex asked. 

“With luck, we will be there before sunset tomorrow,” answered Hathnor. 
“Now come, eat a little and rest while there is still some time.” 

Alex nodded and followed Hathnor away from the road. The soldiers that 





rode with them already had a fire burning and were preparing to cook a hurried 
meal. Alex sat down beside the fire, watching the flames. He tried not to think 
about the battle that was coming or what might happen if Lazar’s army moved 
faster than Stonebill predicted. 

“Perhaps I should go and see how things stand,” said Stonebill, standing on 
Alex’s shoulder. 

“Tt would be good to know,” said Alex. “Tempe told me that you know 
some magic. Do you know enough to slow Lazar’s army?” 

“T cannot hold them in place,” said Stonebill. 

“No, but can you slow them down? Talk to the horses and ask them to move 
slower than they normally would. Make wheels fall off carts, things like that.” 

“Yes, I can do that,” said Stonebill. 

“Then go, my friend,” said Alex. “Slow them as much as you can. We will 
need at least a day, if you can manage it.” 

“T will find you a day and maybe more,” said Stonebill. “Then I will bring 
you word.” 

Stonebill took flight after he finished speaking, causing Hathnor and his 
men to jump. Alex explained where the raven was going and what he was going 
to try to do. 

The sun had been up for less than two hours when they started off again. 
Hathnor was more willing to talk as they rode, and Alex questioned him about 
the lands they were riding into. Because Hathnor had traveled quite a bit, he 
knew the surrounding lands well. 

“My father would take my brother and me with him to visit Lords Caftan 
and Shelnor,” Hathnor explained. “Our families are related, and there has always 
been friendship between our three kingdoms.” 

“T thought all the royal houses of Nezza were related,” said Alex. 

“At some point they are,” said Hathnor. “Though most of those relations are 
old, and many of the other houses choose to ignore the connections.” 

Alex continued to ask Hathnor questions as they traveled, learning a great 
deal about Nezza and its royal families. When they stopped in the afternoon to 
rest again, Alex asked the question that puzzled him the most. 

“Why is it that your father never claimed to be king?” 

“Our family line is far from King Rallian’s,” Hathnor explained. “The outer 
kingdoms were ruled by distant relatives when the true king left Nezza. None of 
the lords from the outer kingdoms has ever made a claim on the crown.” 

“I see.” 


Alex let the subject drop, seeing that Hathnor was reluctant to talk about it 
in front of his men. He focused instead on the line of mountains they had been 
following to the east. 

“We should ride until sunset,” said Hathnor as they were finishing their 
meal. “Then we will rest for several hours before continuing.” 

Alex nodded his agreement. They moved slower, leaving the road behind 
them and crossing open ground. The land was a mixture of rolling foothills and 
heavily wooded areas between the hills. Most of the woods did not have paths 
through them, and it took some time to work their way through. They were just 
coming out of a thick wooded area as the last rays of sunlight faded. 

“A good spot to rest,” said Hathnor, climbing off his horse. “We are well 
hidden, though I doubt Lazar’s army has scouts this far from Luthan.” 

“We should keep watch,” one of the guards said, his eyes scanning the 
horizon. 

“An hour each,” said Hathnor. “When each of us has watched an hour, we 
will ride on.” 

This seemed like a good plan to Alex, and he put his mark on a stone with 
the others. Hathnor drew the order of the watch; Alex’s stone was pulled last, so 
he quickly rolled himself in a blanket to rest. The long ride and his many worries 
had made both his mind and body tired. The rest would do him good. 

Alex was up and moving before Hathnor came to wake him for his watch. 
He felt anxious, as if waiting for something or perhaps for someone. He stood 
away from the small fire that was still burning, looking into the darkness around 
them. 

“Do you sense danger?” Hathnor asked, pulling his blanket around his 
shoulders as he found a spot near the fire to rest. 

“T don’t know,” said Alex. He continued to look into the darkness, trying to 
feel what he could not see. For a long time he felt nothing, and that was good. 
There was nobody nearby, so they could travel without being troubled. 

After an hour, Alex shook Hathnor awake. Hathnor then woke the soldiers 
that were with them. The fire was still burning, and Hathnor built it up a little as 
two of the soldiers went to saddle the horses. Alex returned to watching the 
darkness. 

“You do sense something, don’t you?” Hathnor asked. 

“No,” said Alex, turning back to the fire. “Or I should say yes and no. I 
sense no danger close to us, but I feel as if I am waiting for something.” 

Hathnor didn’t reply but stood for a time looking into the darkness. Before 


long, they were eating and preparing for a long night’s ride. 

They made good time across the open land, but they lost time having to 
pick their way through the woods in the dark. Alex’s feeling of expectation 
increased as they continued to ride, and he began to see movement in the 
shadows. There was trouble ahead, Alex knew it, but he didn’t know how far 
ahead or when it would come. 

They had been riding for several hours, and the moon had risen, giving 
them a little light to see by. As they were approaching yet another small wooded 
area, the sudden twang of bowstrings filled the air. Hathnor cried out in pain, but 
before Alex could see if he was all right, the bowstrings sounded again. 

“Quickly,” yelled Alex. “Away from the woods!” 

He didn’t need to say it twice. Hathnor and the other four men turned and 
galloped back into the open grassland, Alex close behind them. He could see 
Hathnor was slumped in his saddle, an arrow sticking out of his shoulder. 

Alex could hear the sound of horses running not far behind him, and he 
knew that they could not outrun their pursuers; their own horses were too tired. 
He glanced over his shoulder to see how far behind the enemy was and saw the 
glint of moonlight on steel only a few hundred yards behind. 

“Lord Hathnor cannot go on,” one of the men called. 

“To the hill,” Alex yelled back. 

A small hill ahead of them stood out in the moonlight. If they could get 
there, they would be on high ground. It wasn’t much, but it might help. 

The rushing sound of wind and running horses filled the air as Alex and his 
companions raced for the hill. Alex saw a second group of men coming toward 
them from the right. He hoped they were friends, but when they called out he 
knew they were not. 

Alex and the soldiers reached the top of the hill just as Hathnor turned and 
nearly fell from his horse. The four soldiers of the north all leaped from their 
saddles, helping Hathnor to the ground and then forming a human wall around 
their injured lord. The situation was impossible, and Alex knew there was only 
one thing for him to do. 

“Stay with Hathnor,” he commanded. “Guard him from the enemy. I will 
drive them away.” 

“Alone?” asked one of the soldiers. 

“There is no time to explain,” said Alex, wheeling his horse around. 
“Remember, you have nothing to fear from me.” 

He urged his horse forward, drawing his sword from his side as he went. 


The heat of the sword’s power flowed into him as he raced back toward the men 
who were chasing them. Alex’s horse began to glow like pale moonlight as the 
magic from his sword entered the animal as well. Alex felt the fierce and terrible 
joy of battle, this time mixed with the power of the dragon. It took some 
concentration on Alex’s part not to change into a dragon on the spot. He charged 
forward, letting loose a battle cry as the wind whipped past him. 

The pursuers reined in their horses, unsure of their pursuit. Alex didn’t wait 
for them to decide what to do, charging straight into them. For a moment he felt 
their fear, but that was nothing to him. His sword flashed like blue fire, and the 
leader of the attackers fell from his saddle. 

Alex checked his charge, turning once more to attack his enemies. The men 
quickly decided that this was a fight they did not want, and they scattered into 
the darkness as Alex approached. 

They could run, but Alex knew it would do them no good. The heat of 
battle and the power of his sword drove him on. He followed two of the fleeing 
men, cutting them down as they tried to escape. He turned to pursue the others 
but stopped, hearing his name called in the distance. 

Another group of men was attacking the hill, trying to finish off his 
companions while he was away. Alex let the remaining attackers ride away and 
charged back to his friends. 

The attacking men were still on horseback. They urged their mounts up the 
hill, but the horses reared and turned away from the soldiers standing on the 
hilltop. The attackers, having trouble controlling their horses, had not seen Alex 
or the pale light that surrounded him and his horse. When Alex closed in on 
them, they screamed in terror, scattering like mice. 

The combined heat of Moon Slayer and the battle filled Alex, and he did 
not hesitate to run down the fleeing men. Few escaped him as he turned and 
slashed in the darkness. His mind was filled with rage and flame, but a part of 
his mind remembered his wounded friend, Hathnor. He turned around, checking 
to see that all of his enemies were either dead or running, and then he rode back 
to the hill and his friends. 

The soldiers looked as terrified as his enemies had been, and Alex knew 
how he must look to them. He had never seen himself when the power of his 
sword was in him, but he had seen his friend Sindar, who also carried a magic 
sword. 

Alex dismounted before reaching the hilltop, and then he wiped the blood 
off his sword before putting it away. He felt the sword’s power leave him, but he 


did not feel as drained as he had the last time he’d used Moon Slayer. 

He spoke a few soft words into the horse’s ear, calming the animal from the 
magic that had filled it just as it had filled him. The guards on the hilltop shifted 
their feet and formed up as if preparing for another fight. 

Alex moved forward, his focus fixed on Hathnor and not on the men who 
were guarding him. Hearing the unexpected twang of a bowstring, his head 
jerked up. An arrow raced toward his chest, though it seemed to move slowly in 
his mind. One of Hathnor’s guards had panicked and let loose an arrow in fear. 

With a wave of his hand, Alex dismissed the arrow, and it vanished in a 
flash of flame. 

“You have nothing to fear from me,” Alex called. 

Hathnor’s men looked terrified and did not reply. Alex moved forward once 
more, watching the guards. The men backed away from him, their weapons 
ready. Alex ignored them, dropping down beside Hathnor. A black arrow was 
sticking out of Hathnor’s shoulder, and his cloak was covered in blood. 

“So, Skeld’s stories were true,” said Hathnor in a weak but calm voice. “I 
am glad I was able to see this magic for myself, before my end.” 

“Don’t talk,” said Alex, his voice firm but kind. “You’ve a long way to go 
before your end, and this little scratch won’t slow you down too much.” 

“The wound .. .” one of soldiers began but stopped, looking nervously at 
Alex. “The wound is deep, and Lord Hathnor has lost a lot of blood.” 

“Yes,” said Alex. “Gather branches to make a drag. I will tend to his 
wound.” 

The men hesitated, unsure of themselves and of Alex. Slowly, they did as 
Alex had instructed, mounting their horses and riding back to the woods. 

Alex checked Hathnor’s shoulder, considering the best way to treat the 
wound. 

“T can ride,” said Hathnor softly, his eyes unfocused. 

“Rest,” Alex commanded, putting a spell of restful sleep on his friend. 

Alex conjured several weir lights so he could see exactly how badly 
Hathnor was hurt. The guard was right; the arrow was deep, and the wound was 
still bleeding. Without considering how many of Lazar’s men might still be 
nearby, Alex conjured a fire and began mixing a potion. While the water heated, 
he pulled the arrow out of Hathnor’s shoulder, whispering a spell that would 
slow the loss of blood. 

Hathnor’s guards returned to the hilltop with caution. The weir lights were 
still floating in the air, and it was clear that they frightened the soldiers. 


“There is nothing to fear,” said Alex. “The lights are here only to assist me; 
there is no danger.” 

Alex had finished his work on Hathnor. It had been a dangerous wound; if 
the arrow had been poisoned, Hathnor would have died. Instead, Hathnor lay 
sleeping under several blankets, his shoulder tightly bandaged, and his arm tied 
to his side to keep it from moving. 

“Lord Hathnor?” one of the guards asked. 

“He should rest for a few hours before we move him,” said Alex. 

“He will live?” the man asked. 

“Yes,” said Alex. “It will take some time for him to heal, but he will live.” 

The soldiers seemed satisfied with Alex’s answer, but their eyes nervously 
returned again and again to the weir lights. They lashed together the branches 
they had brought back to the hill, making a drag for Hathnor. 

Alex sat by the conjured fire, resting his body while searching the 
countryside with his mind. The few men who had escaped him were still 
running, terrified by what they had seen. He could feel no one else close by, but 
he cursed himself for not realizing how close the attackers had been. 

“Forgive me, lord,” said one of the men, stepping toward Alex. “I did not 
mean to let the arrow fly.” 

“You meant no harm by it, and none was taken,” said Alex. “I do not blame 
you for what happened. I know how the sword changes me.” 

“I see now that the old stories do not come close to the truth,” said the man, 
looking at Alex with wide eyes. 

Alex motioned for the men to sit down around the fire. They did so, but 
they seemed reluctant and unwilling to get too close to the conjured flames or 
the floating weir lights. 

“Magic can be a wonderful thing,” said Alex. “It can do great good when 
used correctly.” 

“And great evil when not,” the man who had shot the arrow added. 

“Yes,” said Alex. “There is always a danger that magic will be misused. 
Magnus has misused his powers, but his days are numbered.” 

“Will you destroy Magnus?” asked the youngest looking man. 

“T will face him and break his power if I can,” said Alex. “If I prove to be 
stronger than Magnus, then I will destroy him.” 

“These lights,” said the oldest man. “How is it they remain? How is it this 
fire burns without wood?” 

“The lights are called weir lights,” Alex explained. “They remain because I 


summoned them to help me see Hathnor’s wound. I conjured the fire to help me 
heat water to treat the wound. This is only simple magic. If time had allowed, I 
would have used wood for the fire and sunlight to see the wound.” 

“And these lights obey your commands?” asked the youngest man. 

“Yes,” said Alex. “They go where I go, or where I tell them to go. When I 
no longer need them, I will put them out, like the fire.” 

“They are illusion, then?” asked the oldest man. 

“Not exactly. The light and the heat from the fire are real,” said Alex. 
“Some magic is illusion, some is not. Magnus is using illusion to make Lazar’s 
army appear larger than it really is. But illusion is just a trick of the eyes. Lazar’s 
pretend army cannot do anything but appear to be there. Still, he hopes the 
deception will cause Lords Caftan and Shelnor to surrender, or at least abandon 
the gap of Luthan.” 

“How can a man know what is illusion and what is real?” asked the 
youngest man. 

“It is difficult at times,” Alex answered. “Most illusions have some flaw in 
them. No illusion can be touched or felt, as you feel the warmth of the fire.” 

“This is all strange and new to us,” said the oldest man, poking a stick at the 
fire Alex had conjured. 

“T understand,” said Alex. “Once I did not believe in magic of any kind. 
Now I know there is magic, both good and evil. It is up to all of us to decide 
which is which for ourselves.” 

The men fell silent, and Alex watched as the oldest man took his burning 
stick out of the conjured flames. He examined it for a moment and then blew it 
out like a match. 

Alex continued searching the lands around them with his mind. Hathnor 
would have to be carried on the drag, slowing their progress. Even if they could 
somehow make good time, it would be impossible for them to run away from 
another group of Lazar’s men. 

“We should go,” said Alex at last. “Night is coming to its end, and we still 
have many miles to travel.” 

The men all stood up and lifted Hathnor onto the drag they had made. Alex 
told them to bind him down so he would not slide or be bounced off. Once this 
was done, Alex put out the fire and the weir lights with a wave of his hand, and 
they started off into the darkness. 

Alex rode beside Hathnor, letting the oldest of the guards lead the company. 
They avoided the wooded areas they came to as much as they could. Alex 


continued to try to sense any danger in the land around them. It was difficult 
work, trying to feel out the enemy, mostly because of the high emotions of the 
men around him. 

The sun rose in front of them, but they did not stop to rest. They all knew 
that they had to hurry, but dragging Hathnor along behind his horse was slowing 
them down. It was nearly midday before Alex allowed them to stop. 

As the soldiers busied themselves preparing some food, Alex checked on 
Hathnor. He was still asleep, but he looked peaceful. Alex chose to leave the 
sleeping spell on him, knowing that rest was more important to his healing than 
food. 

“Tt will be dark before we reach the gap,” said the man who had been 
leading them. 

“Tt cannot be helped,” said Alex. 

There was no more talk, and soon they were on their way again. Alex felt 
the need to hurry, but he could not leave Hathnor behind. It was unlikely that 
Caftan or Shelnor would believe anything he said if he turned up alone. He 
pushed away his desire to rush forward and fixed his eyes on the mountains to 
his right. They were getting smaller, and Alex knew they were getting close to 
the gap of Luthan. 

The hours passed, and the sun began to sink in the west. Alex’s muscles 
suddenly tightened as he felt something different than what he had felt all day. 

“Be ready,” Alex said to the soldiers around him. 

“Ts someone coming?” asked the youngest man. 

“They are close,” said Alex. “If they are Lazar’s men, I will deal with them. 
Stay with Hathnor and ride on to the gap.” 

“As you command,” answered the oldest man. 

Alex watched, looking for any sign of who was coming. It wasn’t long 
before several banners appeared from a nearby wood, carried by men who rode 
toward them. 

“They are Lord Caftan’s men,” said the oldest man in a relieved tone. 

Alex and the soldiers stopped and waited for Lord Caftan’s men to 
approach them. As the soldiers came forward, Alex noticed how much they 
looked like Talbot’s men. 

“Declare yourselves,” the leader of this new group called, stopping a short 
distance away. 

“Lord Hathnor of Talbas,” the oldest soldier called back. “We come with a 
message from King Rallian.” 


The leader of Caftan’s men came forward. He looked at each of them in 
turn. Alex could tell that this was a careful man, not willing to simply accept 
their word that they were from the king. 

“Your lord is injured,” said the man. 

“We were attacked by Lazar’s men last night,” said the old soldier. “Lord 
Hathnor was struck by an arrow.” 

When the leader of Caftan’s men did not reply at once, Alex became 
impatient. 

“How far is it to the camp of your lord?” Alex asked. 

The man looked at Alex. “Not far,” he said after a pause. 

“Lead us there, quickly,” Alex commanded. “We have been too long in 
getting here, and Lord Hathnor has an urgent message from the king.” 

“And who are you to give such commands?” asked the man. 

“A friend of King Rallian, and a wizard with little time for foolishness,” 
said Alex, shifting his staff in his hand. 

“The wizard,” said the man, his eyes growing wide. “Yes, we’ve been told 
of you. We will lead you to Lords Caftan and Shelnor.” 

The man turned to ride back to his fellows. In seconds they formed a circle 
around Alex and his companions. Alex thought it a bit odd, but he could feel no 
deception in Caftan’s men. As soon as the circle was formed, the captain led the 
group forward once more. So it was that Alex and Hathnor came to the camp of 
Lords Caftan and Shelnor as honored guests and prisoners at the same time. 


Chapter Eighteen 
Caftan and Shelnor 
ta» 





The armies of Caftan and Shelnor were well laid out, and Alex could see 
that the men were ready for the coming battle. Everywhere he looked, he saw 
men in armor, sharpening weapons and testing bows. The thought of battle made 
Alex sad, but part of him also felt the excitement of battle, the excitement of the 
dragon. He forced his emotions down, holding them back so that he would be 
calm when he spoke with Caftan and Shelnor. 

Once they arrived, the leader of the soldiers that had escorted them 
dismissed his men and led Alex and Talbot’s men to a large tent in the middle of 
the camp. He dismounted and then spoke to another guard before addressing 
Alex and his companions. While the man was speaking to the guard, Alex 
dismounted and woke Hathnor from his enchanted sleep. 

Hathnor blinked a few times, a confused look on his face. “Where are we?” 

“We are in the camp of Lords Caftan and Shelnor,” said Alex as he untied 
Hathnor from the drag. “How are you feeling?” 

“Alive,” said Hathnor with a weak smile. 

“Good,” said Alex. “I hope you’re strong enough to speak to Caftan and 
Shelnor. They will be calling for you soon.” 

“T am strong enough for that,” answered Hathnor. He looked worn and pale, 
but his voice was determined. 

Alex helped Hathnor to his feet and made sure he was strong enough to 
stand before letting go. Alex knew that his friend needed more rest, but right 
now there wasn’t any time. 

“Lord Hathnor, Lords Caftan and Shelnor bid you welcome and ask that 
you and your men come to them,” said the man who had led them to the camp. 
“They also ask that your wizard friend wait here. They promise the wait will be a 
short one.” 

Alex nodded his acceptance and motioned for Hathnor’s men to come 
forward and help their lord into the tent. Once he was alone, Alex turned his 
attention toward the gap of Luthan. He knew Lazar’s army was out there and 
moving this way, but it looked as if they had not made it to the gap yet. He 
hoped that Stonebill had managed to slow them down, and he wondered what his 


friend was doing now. 

As Alex waited, he noticed several of the guards around the tent of Caftan 
and Shelnor watching him. It seemed obvious that they knew who and what he 
was, and he wondered what Rallian had told Caftan and Shelnor about him. 
After a few moments, Caftan’s guard returned and politely asked him to come 
and speak with Lords Caftan and Shelnor. 

Alex followed the man without speaking. There were more guards inside 
the tent, all looking serious and worried. Alex was glad to see that Hathnor had 
been given a chair to sit in. He looked at the large table in the center of the tent 
and saw Lords Caftan and Shelnor for the first time. He was only a little 
surprised by their appearance. There was a clear family resemblance between 
them, and to Lord Talbot as well. 

“Lord Taylor, I am Caftan of Pent,” said Caftan, stepping forward and 
bowing to Alex. 

“And I am Shelnor of Ossbo,” Shelnor added with a bow of his own. 

“Lords,” said Alex, returning their bows. 

“Lord Hathnor has told us of your journey here and of the mission you are 
on,” Caftan said. “He and his men have all sworn that you are to be trusted and 
that you are a true friend of King Rallian, but this is not enough.” 

“What more would you ask?” Alex asked. 

“We would ask that you explain this illusion that you say Magnus has put 
on Lazar’s army,” said Shelnor. “Our scouts have seen the army and report that it 
is at least three times as large as our own. We know the scouts are truthful, so we 
must ask how you know that what they see is not real.” 

“My friend the noble raven Stonebill has seen the armies of Lazar as well,” 
said Alex. “Stonebill is a wise bird and sees more than most.” 

“But the illusion,” said Caftan. “Can you explain it to us? Can you show us 
how it works?” 

“T can if you wish,” said Alex. 

Both Caftan and Shelnor nodded, and Alex stood for a moment, focusing 
his thoughts. He bowed his head as he created an illusion, and when he looked 
up again, seven copies of his own form were standing in the tent next to him. 

“By the ancients!” said Shelnor, stepping back in surprise. 

“You now see eight of me,” said Alex, his voice coming from all seven 
copies as he spoke. “You see that each of my images can move about the tent 
easily enough, yet you know that there is only one of me here.” 

As the images of Alex walked around the tent, he kept his mind open, 


controlling the illusion. He could also feel what the men in the tent were 
thinking. He was surprised when he realized that one of the men in the tent was a 
traitor. 

“They all look so real,” Caftan said. “How can we tell which is real and 
which is an illusion?” 

“These illusions cannot touch nor be touched,” Alex explained as he moved 
around the tent with his illusions. “They appear to be real, but if you watch 
closely, you will see that the illusions all carry a flaw.” 

Alex continued to move his duplicates, using them to search for the traitor 
he knew was there. He looked into the thoughts and feelings of the men around 
him, and it only took a few minutes for him to find the traitor in the company. 

“My lords,” the traitor said slowly as Alex watched him. “This magic is 
meant to confuse us. This wizard can make it appear that there are eight of him, 
but that does not mean that Lazar’s army is using the same trick.” 

“Yes,” said Caftan nodding. “You have a point, Stephan. Tell us, Master 
Taylor, what is the flaw you speak of?” 

“If you look, you will notice that none of the illusions leaves tracks,” said 
Alex with a smile. All of his images smiled as well. “And I can tell you 
something more—something that has nothing to do with the illusions Magnus 
has made.” 

“And what is that?” Shelnor asked. 

“There is a traitor here with you,” said Alex. “Even now he is thinking of 
how he can betray you, how he can destroy me, and what he will gain once 
Lazar’s army has its victory.” 

“A traitor?” said Caftan in surprise. “Name the man. We will judge if you 
speak truly.” 

“As you wish,” said Alex, moving his images as he spoke. 

The copies of himself formed a circle around Stephan, and Alex stepped 
forward to close the final gap in the circle. Stephan looked shocked but not 
completely surprised. Alex could see his mind clearly: he was full of anger and 
regret. His mind was racing, working out a way to prove his own innocence, a 
way to convince Caftan and Shelnor that Alex was a liar. Alex also saw what he 
would need to do to prove that he spoke the truth, so without hesitating he did it. 

The illusions vanished like a mist, and Alex stood alone, looking Stephan in 
the face. 

“Do what your master commanded you to do,” said Alex with a taunting 
smile. “Do what Lazar is paying you for.” 


It happened in a flash. Stephan’s anger took control of him. He stepped 
toward Alex, drawing a short dagger from inside his tunic as he moved. He 
aimed for Alex’s heart, thrusting the dagger forward with all his strength and 
causing Alex to take a few steps back as the blow fell. 

“Die, wizard!” screamed Stephan, a wild look in his eyes. 

“Not today,” said Alex, magically pushing Stephan back and binding him 
where he stood. “You have sold your honor, Stephan. Was it worth the price?” 

Hathnor had jumped up in horror when Stephan had attacked and was 
desperately trying to draw his sword with his wounded arm. 

“Calm yourself, Hathnor. I am fine,” Alex said. 

“Lord Taylor,” Caftan shouted, rushing forward to see if Alex was all right. 

“Have you been injured? Should we send for help?” Shelnor added, rushing 
up to Alex’s other side. 

“No harm has been done,” said Alex. “The assassin’s blade did not go in.” 

“By the ancients,” said Shelnor, picking up Stephan’s dagger. “The blade is 
bent, as if it were struck on an anvil. What magic is this that protects you?” 

“Not magic,” said Alex as he fingered the hole in his shirt. “I do not rely on 
magic alone to protect me from the evil of men. Let me show you.” 

Alex unbuttoned his shirt and pulled it back, revealing the true silver mail 
he wore underneath. Caftan and Shelnor both looked at him in wonder. At the 
sight of the mail shirt, Hathnor laughed, dropping back onto his chair. 

“Your pardon, Master Taylor,” said Caftan. “Stephan is one of my men. I 
never would have thought him capable of treason.” 

“Such an attack should never have happened in our tent,” Shelnor said at 
the same time. 

“Lords,” said Alex, holding up his hands to quiet them. “No harm has been 
done, and the traitor has been revealed. There are more important things to 
discuss, and the matter of trust to be cleared up.” 

“No question of trust,” said Caftan. “King Rallian has sent word that he 
trusts you, so I will trust you as well.” 

“As will I,” Shelnor added. 

“Very well,” said Alex. “Lazar’s army is still on the move, and unless I miss 
my guess, they will not arrive until late tomorrow. The next morning, whoever is 
in charge of Lazar’s imaginary army will want to talk with you.” 

“Why?” Caftan asked. 

“They think you will be fooled by Magnus’s illusion. They will ask for your 
surrender, or that you fall back and leave the gap to them,” said Alex. “Naturally, 


they will think that you will submit to their wishes. They might even ask you to 
join them and fight against Lord Talbot’s army.” 

“We would never betray Talbot,” said Shelnor in a firm voice. “Better to die 
a hundred deaths than to betray a friend and kinsman.” 

“Yes, well, you will have to act like you’re considering the offer,’ Alex 
continued. “Rallian and Talbot are moving across the mountains even now so 
they can come up behind Lazar’s army. We need to delay Lazar’s army long 
enough to give Rallian and Talbot time to move into position.” 

“Ah, yes, a cunning plan,” said Caftan. 

“Yes, we will hold them in check until the trap is ready to spring,” said 
Shelnor, nodding his head. 

“When the king is close, I will summon a fog,” Alex said. “The fog will 
hide Rallian’s army, and Lazar’s army won’t know they are surrounded.” 

“And when all is ready, you will remove the fog and break the magic of the 
cursed Magnus,” Caftan finished. 

“An excellent plan,” Shelnor added. “However, if there are ten thousand 
men in this army, we will still need to be careful. Lazar has at least twice that 
number under his command, and some of the inner kingdoms may choose to join 
him. Lazar holds several young lords as hostage, after all.” 

“Seven,” said Alex, remembering what he had heard. 

“Yes,” said Caftan, surprised. “Lazar has taken lords from the other six 
inner kingdoms as hostages. He also holds Rallian’s cousin Jorell as a hostage. 
He has spread the rumor that they are all off on some quest, but we know that is 
a lie.” 

“One of the lords was Rallian’s cousin?” Alex asked, troubled. 

“You speak as if they were already dead,” said Shelnor. “Have you heard of 
these young lords?” 

“They will not be seen in Nezza again,” said Alex. “Magnus sent them to 
the western desert as prisoners, and that is where they met their end.” 

“A sad tale,” said Caftan. 

“If it is true, the inner kingdoms will want their revenge,” Shelnor 
observed. “They will not fight for Lazar if they know their lords have been 
killed.” 

“But we have no way of letting them know the truth,” said Alex. “At least 
not right now. I think, however, that time is growing short for both Lazar and 
Magnus.” 

“Time grows short for us all,” Caftan observed. “We have much that needs 


doing before Lazar’s army arrives.” 

“And Lord Hathnor needs to be moved,” said Shelnor, glancing toward the 
injured lord. “I would not want him so close to the battlefield when he cannot 
defend himself.” 

“T will not leave until the king orders me away,” said Hathnor, trying to get 
to his feet. 

“Rest,” said Alex, pushing Hathnor back down with the word. “Hathnor 
will be safe enough. The men who traveled with us will protect him from harm.” 

“Tt seems that you did that on your journey here,” said Shelnor. 

“Yes,” said Alex. “I did what was needed. I brought Hathnor to you so he 
could deliver the message of the king. Now I will do more. What work is there 
that needs to be done before Lazar’s army arrives?” 

Caftan and Shelnor were surprised by Alex’s offer to help and were 
reluctant to put him to work. Alex insisted, and Caftan and Shelnor explained 
that they were building a wall to protect at least part of the gap of Luthan. 

“If we can block off part of the gap with a wall, we can force Lazar’s army 
into a smaller space,” Caftan explained. 

“When our scouts reported that the army was three times the size of our 
own, we thought it best to narrow our front as much as possible. It would not do 
to let Lazar’s army attack us from the front and the side,” said Shelnor. 

“A wise plan, but hardly needed,” said Alex. “Still, it would be best to make 
the appearance of being prepared. Can you have someone lead me to the wall 
you are making?” 

“As you wish,” said Shelnor. 

“There is another matter that we must resolve first,” said Caftan. “Stephan 
has shown himself to be a traitor and has made an attempt on your life. He has 
done this in the tent of his lord and brought dishonor on myself and Lord 
Shelnor.” 

“You would be within your rights to claim his life now,” said Shelnor, 
glancing from Alex to Stephan. 

“And you must name the terms for reclaiming our honor,” Caftan added. 

“You are honorable men,” said Alex, looking both Caftan and Shelnor in 
the eyes. “I see you will serve King Rallian well. I have no claim on your honor 
and hold you both blameless for what Stephan has done.” 

“You are most kind, Master Taylor, but the matter of honor is an ancient 
custom,” insisted Shelnor. 

“T understand,” said Alex. “Has Stephan served you long, Lord Caftan?” 


“For many years,” said Caftan sadly. “I would not think it possible for him 
to turn traitor. I would not have believed it if I had not seen it for myself.” 

“Stephan,” said Alex, turning to face the attacker, who was still bound by 
his spell. “What did Lazar promise you for your betrayal? What price did you set 
on your honor and the honor of your lord?” 

“The price was not what you think,” Stephan answered as tears began to run 
down his face. “I would not sell my honor for silver or gold, or for the promise 
of lands that were not my own.” 

“What, then?” Caftan questioned angrily. “What price did you place on 
your honor and my own?” 

“My family,” said Stephan. 

“You... you have no family,” said Caftan, a puzzled look on his face. “You 
have no wife, no children—no one.” 

“What you say is true, my lord,” answered Stephan, trying to wipe his face 
but unable to move because of the binding spell Alex had put on him. “But I 
have a brother and a sister who both live in Lazar’s kingdom. It was for their 
lives—and the lives of their children—that I sold myself to Lazar.” 

“He speaks the truth, Lord Caftan,” said Alex. “I hear it in his words, and I 
can feel nothing but sorrow for him.” 

“You should have told me of your family. I would have sent for them. I 
would have brought them to Pent,” said Caftan. 

“T should have, but I did not,” said Stephan. “Forgive me; I meant no 
disrespect. Lazar knew of my fear for my family and ordered me to speak to no 
one of our bargain. I did only what I had to do.” 

“Master Taylor, what do you wish us to do with him?” Shelnor asked. 

“Hold him for now,” said Alex. “I will not judge him for what he has done. 
King Rallian must decide his punishment.” 

“Yes,” said Caftan. “He must face the king’s justice. That is what we are 
really fighting for now.” 

“And what price will you ask of us to restore our honor?” Shelnor 
questioned. 

“T have already said that I hold you both blameless,” said Alex, holding up 
his hand to prevent Caftan or Shelnor from speaking. “I understand this debt of 
honor, and I know that I must ask a price. I will ask one silver coin for each 
soldier in your army. How say you, lords of the north?” 

“A small price for honor,” answered Caftan. 

“And an honorable request in its kindness,” added Shelnor. 


“Then it is settled,” said Alex. “Now, we have work to do. We can discuss 
payment and other details after our work is done.” 

Caftan and Shelnor both agreed and ordered that Alex be led to the wall that 
was being built. Alex left Hathnor in their care, promising to return when his 
work was finished. The man who had led Alex and the others to the camp now 
led Alex back to his horse. 

“The wall is hard work for the men,” the captain told Alex as they rode 
away from the tents. “Warriors are not great builders, but we do what we can.” 

“How should I address you?” Alex asked in reply. 

“T am Talus, captain of Lord Shelnor’s guards,” said the man in a proud 
voice. 

“Well then, Talus, I must ask your forgiveness,” said Alex. “Earlier today, I 
spoke quickly and without thought. I was worried for my friend Hathnor and 
troubled by the coming war. I am sorry that I spoke so sharply to you.” 

“T will gladly forgive you if you ask it, though I see no reason for it,” said 
Talus. 

“T ask it,” said Alex. “And I thank you for your kindness.” 

When they reached the construction site, Alex found several hundred 
soldiers working by torchlight, trying to finish the wall before Lazar’s army 
arrived. The gap of Luthan was only about a mile wide, and the wall the soldiers 
were building covered about half that distance. Alex watched them work for a 
few minutes, and then he asked Talus to have them stop their work and move 
away from the wall. 

Talus spoke to the man in charge of building the wall, and he called the 
working soldiers to a halt. When the signal came down the line so that all the 
men had stepped back, Alex moved forward. 

Focusing all of his thoughts on the partially built wall, and the wall he had 
pictured in his mind, Alex began the spell. A part of his mind reached out, 
pulling the power of the dragon into his work. He let his thoughts move along 
the entire length of the wall, looking at the work that had already been finished 
and checking it for weakness. When his thoughts reached the steep side of the 
mountain where the wall began, they started back again. 

The wall changed as Alex’s mind moved over it. The stone seemed to come 
alive, and the ground shook under the feet of the watching soldiers. Slowly at 
first, but with gathering speed, the wall grew like some strange and magical 
plant. What had been a simple three-foot wall of loose stone changed, becoming 
four, and, in some places six, feet high. What had been only a foot thick now 


stretched out and became three feet thick. 

Stairways climbed up the wall like stone vines where the wall was highest, 
and places for men to stand and walk along the north side of the wall grew out of 
the stairways. It was more a fortress than a wall, a place where men could fight. 
When Alex’s thoughts returned to him, he finished the spell, binding the wall 
together as if it were one single enormous piece of stone. 

Alex stumbled forward as he finished his magic. He caught himself with his 
staff, breathing hard and feeling a little dizzy from the work he had just done. 

“Amazing,” the man who had been in charge of building the wall said, his 
eyes wide. 

“And is this illusion?” Talus asked. “Is this like what you did in the tent of 
Lords Caftan and Shelnor?” 

“No,” said Alex, a tired smile on his face. “This is real.” 

Talus moved forward and pressed his hand against the newly created wall 
as if thinking it would vanish when he touched it. “How?” he asked. 

“Magic,” said Alex. “Good magic, for a good cause.” 

“Yes,” said Talus. “I see now that there is both good and evil magic, just as 
there are good and evil men.” 

“You see much,” said Alex. “Now, I need to rest. Even good magic has its 
price, and I am almost too tired to stand.” 

“Yes, of course,” said Talus, a note of concern in his voice. “I will take you 
to Lord Hathnor’s tent. I’m sure there is room there, and I am sure Hathnor—and 
everyone else—will want to hear about this wall.” 


Chapter Nineteen 
Shadows and Mist 
— 


Alex slept well that night and woke late the following morning. Creating 
the wall had taken a lot out of him, but now he was ready for whatever the day 
would bring. Alex hoped that Cafton and Shelnor’s soldiers would not be afraid 
of him and his magic when they saw the wall, but afraid or not, they had the wall 
and the protection it offered. 

Alex looked around the tent and saw that Hathnor was not there. Getting 
up, he made his way out of the tent and found Talus waiting for him. 

“Master Taylor,” said Talus. “Lords Caftan, Shelnor, and Hathnor request 
that you join them for breakfast.” 

“As the lords wish,” said Alex. 

“They are all impressed by the wall you’ve created,” said Talus as he led 
Alex toward the main tent. “The soldiers that were there last night have told the 
story, and the whole army knows what you have done for us.” 

“How do they feel about my building the wall?” Alex asked. 

“They are pleased, of course,” said Talus. “They feel more confident now 
that you are with us.” 

“Do they still believe that Lazar’s army is as large as it appears to be?” 
Alex asked. 

“There are mixed feelings about that,” Talus answered honestly. “Some say 
that it cannot be so large, while others say that it is. It matters little, however. 
With the wall in place, the men all feel that we can hold the gap of Luthan until 
King Rallian and Lord Talbot arrive, even if Lazar’s army is as large as it 
appears to be.” 

Alex was pleased to hear that the soldiers felt confident about holding the 
gap for Rallian. He still hoped that a battle could be avoided completely, but the 
wall would be helpful if Lazar’s army insisted on fighting. 

“Master Taylor,” said Caftan as Alex entered the tent. “You’ve done a great 
work for us.” 

“Lazar’s army will be stunned by the appearance of the wall,” said Shelnor. 

“It is amazing,” said Hathnor. “I think we could hold the gap against almost 
any foe now.” 


“What word do we have of Lazar’s army? Have they started to arrive?” said 
Alex. 

“A few small groups of Lazar’s soldiers have been seen beyond the wall,” 
said Shelnor. “No doubt scouts sent to see what defenses we have. The main 
body of the army will not arrive until late this afternoon.” 

“And by this evening most of their army will be in place,” Caftan added. 

“By this evening, King Rallian and my father will be close,” said Hathnor 
with a smile. “Once they arrive, Lazar’s army will crumble before us.” 

“T hope their commander will not force us to attack them or foolishly order 
them to attack us,” Alex said. 

“Tt depends on the commander,” said Caftan. “Lazar has several generals, 
and many of them are devoted to him.” 

“If Athron leads, they will yield,” said Shelnor. “Athron will see how 
hopeless the situation is. He is not one to waste the lives of his men needlessly.” 

“True,” agreed Caftan. “And Athron was a general for Rallian’s father. He 
might be persuaded to fight for Rallian.” 

“Yes,” said Shelnor. “No doubt he only serves Lazar because he believes 
that Rallian is lost, or dead, and his honor holds him to Karmus. If he can see 
Rallian alive, I believe he will join us.” 

“What about the men he commands?” Alex asked. 

“That I do not know,” said Caftan. “I know that Lazar’s soldiers do not love 
him and that he does not treat them well. Lazar’s only true followers are the 
members of his black guard, and I doubt he would risk them in this battle.” 

“Then let us hope that Athron leads the army,” said Alex, taking a seat. 
“Rallian may be able to win the hearts of the soldiers Lazar has sent, and it 
would be better to win their hearts than to destroy them.” 

“You speak wisely,” said Shelnor, ringing a small gong on the table. “Now, 
let us eat and prepare for the day. I doubt the army of Lazar will ask for our 
surrender before midday.” 

They all laughed, and several men entered the tent with breakfast trays. 
Alex was pleased to see Hathnor eating, and he hoped that his friend would not 
overdo things in his excitement. 

After breakfast, Alex insisted that Hathnor return to his tent to rest. Alex 
could see that Hathnor was still weak, and he knew it would take time for the 
wound to heal completely. Once Hathnor had gone, Alex rode out to the wall 
with Caftan and Shelnor to watch Lazar’s army assemble. Already there were 
large groups of men in the field in front of them, but Alex could tell that most of 


the men were only shadows created by Magnus. 

“You see that Magnus’s shadow army is moving faster than the real army,” 
said Stonebill as he landed on Alex’s shoulder. 

“Yes,” said Alex. “There are few soldiers here. How far behind is the main 
force?” 

“They should start arriving by midday,” Stonebill said. 

“Master Taylor, can you speak to this noble bird?” Caftan asked in surprise. 

“Yes,” said Alex. “This is my friend Stonebill. He is the one who first 
recognized Magnus’s illusion. He’s been working to delay Lazar’s army in order 
to give King Rallian and Lord Talbot time to cross the mountains.” 

“A most worthy bird,” said Shelnor. 

“How far off are Rallian and Talbot?” Alex asked Stonebill. 

“They have moved faster than we thought and will begin to arrive just after 
dark,” Stonebill answered. “Lazar’s army should all be here before night falls, 
but most of their supplies have been left behind.” 

“Trouble with their carts?” Alex asked with a smile. 

“The wheels keep falling off.” Stonebill laughed in his croaking voice. “I 
think if you conjure your fog at midnight, our friends will be able to move into 
place without any trouble.” 

“Very well,” said Alex, looking out across the fields in front of him. “At 
midnight I will hide our friends, and at dawn we will see about this illusion that 
Magnus has created.” 

Alex relayed his conversation with the raven to Caftan and Shelnor. 

“So by sunrise Lazar’s army will be all but defeated,” said Shelnor. “I am 
glad that things have worked out so well.” 

“So far they have,” said Alex. “There is still a long road to follow before 
Rallian sits on the throne in Karmus.” 

“His first battle seems well in hand,” said Caftan with a satisfied nod. 
“Once it is won, others kingdoms may choose to support Rallian’s claim.” 

“T believe they will,” said Alex. “I have advised Rallian to give all the 
kingdoms of Nezza the chance to accept him before resorting to battle.” 

“A wise course,” said Shelnor. 

“With luck, there will be few battles that need to be fought,” added Caftan. 

“T hope that none will be needed,” said Alex, his eyes fixed on the horizon. 
“This land has already lost too many good men in foolish wars.” 


ee 


Alex was finishing his midday meal with Caftan and Shelnor when Talus 
appeared with news. The army of Lazar had sent men forward under a flag of 
truce, and they wished to speak with Caftan and Shelnor. Both Caftan and 
Shelnor smiled, knowing this probably meant Lazar’s men would ask for their 
surrender. 

“You must act worried,” Alex warned them as they prepared to ride out and 
meet the captains of Lazar’s army. “They must think you are afraid of them and 
are considering surrender. They must not suspect that we know Lazar’s army is 
made up of shadows or that Rallian will soon be here with his army.” 

“Do not worry, my friend,” said Caftan. “I can play the part that is needed.” 

“And I am afraid,” Shelnor added. “Afraid of what will happen to them 
tomorrow.” 

Standing at the end of the wall he had created, Alex watched as Caftan and 
Shelnor rode out into the plain. Stonebill sat silently on Alex’s shoulder. The two 
companies met under the blue-and-white flag of truce. The meeting lasted only a 
few minutes, and then Caftan and Shelnor were riding back to their camp. 

“Athron commands the army,” Caftan called to Alex as they approached the 
wall. 

“And he’s not at all happy about this war,” Shelnor added. “I could see in 
his face that he would rather not be here.” 

“The captains that were with him looked worried as well,” Caftan said. 
“They have seen this impressive wall, and they aren’t as certain of victory as 
they once were.” 

“What terms did they offer?” Alex asked. 

“If we will stand aside and let them pass, they promise not to trouble either 
of our kingdoms,” said Caftan. “It would seem they only want to fight Lord 
Talbot. They are saying that Rallian is dead and that Talbot is to blame.” 

“So, Lazar is trying to use Rallian’s name to rally his troops,” said Alex. 
“That is good for us, since Rallian is still very much alive.” 

“It seems obvious that he doesn’t know about Rallian’s rescue,” said 
Shelnor. “If he knew Rallian was alive and free, he would not try to use him to 
rally his army.” 

“True,” said Alex. “I wonder what story Magnus told him to cover up the 
fact that Rallian escaped?” 

“We asked Athron to give us until morning to consider his offer,” said 
Shelnor. “One day is the normal time allowed before answering the call for 


surrender.” 

“Tomorrow we will see who surrenders,” said Caftan in a firm voice. 

Alex stood at the end of the wall and looked south. Everything was ready, 
and Talbot’s army would be in place before dawn. All that was left was the 
waiting. Still, something in the back of Alex’s mind troubled him, and he was 
worried that he had forgotten something important. 

“Things will go badly for Magnus if Lazar finds out Rallian is alive and 
well,” Stonebill said in Alex’s ear. 

“Magnus deserves whatever Lazar does to him,” said Alex. “Yet I don’t 
think Lazar can do much, and Magnus is safe enough. He only pretends to serve 
Lazar. I think Magnus is the true power in Karmus, and Lazar is nothing more 
than a willing fool.” 

“Yes, but if Magnus lies to Lazar, and Lazar finds out... ” 

“He’s been lying to Lazar for years,” said Alex. “I don’t think Lazar even 
knows what the truth is anymore.” 

Alex returned to camp with Caftan and Shelnor. Lazar, he knew, was just a 
power hungry fool and that Magnus was the real power in Karmus. Lazar might 
be willing to do whatever he was told, but Magnus was the root of the evil in 
Nezza. 

And Magnus is controlled by the Brotherhood, a small voice said inside 
Alex’s mind. The Brotherhood, and someone using the name Gaylan. 

After the evening meal, Alex returned to the wall with Stonebill. Stonebill 
was nervous and excited, and he quickly flew off to see where Rallian and Talbot 
were. The moon was already up when Stonebill returned to Alex’s shoulder, a 
written message tied to his leg. 

“King Rallian asked that I bring this to you,” Stonebill explained. 

“Thank you,” said Alex. He unfolded the note and read it quickly. 

“What does it say?” asked Stonebill. 

“Tt says that they are ready to move into position as soon as I conjure up the 
fog. Rallian asks that I have the fog move in front of Talbot’s army until they are 
close enough to keep Lazar’s army from escaping. When the fog stops moving, 
they will stop also. I think I can get Talbot’s army close to the main road.” 

“They will make noise,” Stonebill warned. “If they come too close to 
Lazar’s army, someone may hear their approach.” 

“Not if the fog also blocks any sound,” said Alex. “Rest on the wall, my 
friend, I will need to move both of my arms.” 

Stonebill fluttered away, and Alex lifted his arms above his head. The spell 


was something he’d read about but never actually tried, and he hoped it would 
be everything he needed it to be now. Slowly, as he worked the magic and 
concentrated on what he needed, thin wisps of mist began to form on the open 
plain in front of him. The wisps soon became pockets of fog, and after a few 
more minutes, the pockets moved together, forming cloudlike mounds. Alex 
continued to work his magic until the land to the south of Lazar’s army had 
vanished, replaced by a solid wall of white. 

Alex lowered his arms and leaned against his staff. As he rested, Stonebill 
returned to his shoulder, landing gently. 

“Do you like it?” Alex asked. 

“An impressive feat,” said Stonebill. “Few wizards could conjure up such a 
fog without completely draining themselves. I can see that this took power out of 
you, but already that power has been replaced.” 

Alex knew where his renewed power came from: it was the power of the 
dragon. He had been looking for ways to use it with his normal magic, and 
summoning the fog had been the perfect opportunity to blend the two. 

When morning came, Alex was still standing at the end of the wall. Caftan 
and Shelnor soon joined him, eager to see what was about to happen. Stonebill 
was circling overhead, and the men of Caftan and Shelnor’s armies moved 
forward. They were ready for battle, but Alex still hoped a battle could be 
avoided. Hathnor was sitting in a chair that had been brought out for him, even 
though he insisted he was strong enough to stand. 

“Tt is time,” said Alex, stepping forward. 

Lifting his staff, Alex concentrated on the shadow army of Lazar. He felt 
the magic that Magnus had used, and as he lowered his staff, the first rays of 
sunlight fell on the open plain. The massive force that had been Lazar’s army 
vanished in the light, and the fog Alex had conjured drifted away in the morning 
breeze. 

“That’s cut them down to size,” said Hathnor. 

“Tt won’t take long for them to see their situation,” said Alex. “I think the 
flag of truce will appear shortly.” 

“Only this time it will be King Rallian who offers terms,” said Shelnor. 

“When the flag of truce appears, you should ride forward with us,” Caftan 
said to Alex. 

“Yes,” said Alex. “I think the king will expect me to be there.” 

In less than half an hour, the flag of truce appeared. This time the flag did 
not move toward the gap of Luthan, but instead moved to a point west of Lazar’s 


army. It was clear that Athron wanted the leaders of both sides to come forward. 

“T should go as well,” said Hathnor, trying to get up. 

“Stay for now,” said Alex. “Your wound still needs time to heal.” 

Hathnor bowed in acceptance of Alex’s words and returned to his chair. 

Alex climbed onto his horse and rode forward with Caftan, Shelnor, and 
their personal guards. When they reached the company sent from Lazar’s army, 
Alex could see the fear in their faces. Lord Talbot and his company arrived soon 
after Alex and the others. Alex noticed that Rallian remained hidden, his head 
covered by a heavy cloak. 

“So, you are all in it together,” said Athron. “Summoned up some demon to 
fight against us—that’s what the men are saying. With that fog moving in, and 
the breaking of Magnus’s spell, I can see they are right.” 

“Tt was no demon that did these things, Athron,” Lord Talbot answered. “A 
true wizard has come to Nezza, and he fights for what is right.” 

“What is right,” Athron repeated, his tone bitter. “How can we guess what 
he fights for? Lazar would have us believe that Magnus fights for what is right, 
though I doubt that as much as I doubt your wizard.” 

“What would you fight for, Athron?” Talbot asked. “Why have you come so 
far north? We have had peace with Karmus for many years, yet now you come 
looking for war.” 

“We know what you did, Talbot,” Athron answered hotly. “By the ancients, 
I swear we’ll have revenge on you for Rallian’s death.” 

“So, Lazar claims that I had Rallian killed,” said Talbot with a harsh laugh. 
“T thought you a wiser man, Athron. I never thought you would be taken in by 
Lazar’s lies.” 

“Lies or truth, it matters little now,” said Athron. “You’ve won the day— 
what terms do you offer? Pll not waste my men in a hopeless fight.” 

“Since when does a general of Karmus surrender his troops to the lord of 
Karmus?” Rallian asked. 

“Lord of Karmus?” Athron repeated, turning to see who had spoken. 

“That’s right, Athron—the lord of Karmus,” said Rallian, pulling off his 
cloak. 

“Lord Rallian,” Athron stuttered. The general dropped to one knee in front 
of his lord, almost unable to speak. “By the ancients, we thought you dead, my 
lord. Lazar told us you died and that Lord Talbot was responsible.” 

“Yet now you see I am alive and that Lord Talbot is my true and trusted 
friend,” said Rallian. “So tell me, Athron, where do you stand now?” 


“I am yours to command, my lord,” answered Athron without hesitation. “If 
I had known you were alive, I would have done all I could to find you.” 

“He speaks truly and from his heart,” said Alex, stepping toward Rallian. 

“Yes, I believe he does,” agreed Rallian. “Though he should learn not to 
call my friends demons.” 

“Forgive my words, my lord, I did not know—” 

“Enough,” Rallian interrupted. “I know you will do as I command, Athron, 
but what about your army?” 

“My lord?” Athron questioned. 

“Whom will they serve?” asked Rallian. “Will they fight for the king of 
Nezza, or will they fight for the traitor Lazar?” 

“My lord, that is a difficult question,” said Athron. “I believe that most will 
follow you gladly, though I fear some will say they follow but will instead seek 
to betray you to Lazar.” 

“I see,” said Rallian. 

“There is something more to consider, my lord,” Athron continued. “Most 
of these men, true or not, have families in or near Karmus. If Lazar discovers 
that we have joined you, he will seek revenge on those most dear to us.” 

“Yes, that does seem like something my uncle would do,” said Rallian. 

“Then we must find a way to free their families without Lazar knowing his 
men have joined us,” said Alex, watching Rallian. 

“But how?” Rallian asked. “If we march south to Karmus, Lazar’s spies 
will inform him of our approach.” 

“We can send word to Lazar that Caftan and Shelnor have stepped aside and 
that Athron is moving forward to fight Lord Talbot. Then we can march south 
and slip into Karmus without Lazar knowing,” Alex said. “I will summon a 
storm to help hide us from Lazar’s spies. Of course, we will have to travel in the 
rain, but that is a small price to pay for the lives of your loyal subjects.” 

“Yes, a very small price,” Rallian agreed. 

“My lord, if I might speak,” said Talbot. “You should let yourself be known 
to all of Athron’s army. Those who wish to join you will come south with us. 
Those who do not, we can leave here under guard.” 

“There is wisdom in that,” said Athron. “I know those who are most likely 
to betray us to Lazar. I can have them remain here as guards—or prisoners.” 

“First, pick one of your men who Lazar will trust,” said Alex, considering 
how best to make his plan work. “We will send him south with word of your 
victory and of your intended move.” 


“But he will know our victory is a lie,” Athron pointed out. “It would be 
better to send someone we know is loyal to King Rallian.” 

“No,” said Alex. “I will speak to the man we send, and he will believe the 
story that he tells to Lazar.” 

“You can control men’s minds?” Rallian asked. 

“I can make them see what I wish them to see,” answered Alex. “I do not 
do this lightly, and I only do it now because we are in great need. We must save 
the families of the men who will be true to you.” 

“Very well, assemble your men, Lord Athron,” Rallian commanded. “I will 
speak to them. Any who are willing to swear allegiance to me will be welcome 
in our company.” 

“As you wish, my king,” said Athron, bowing. 

Rallian decided to stand on the wall Alex had made in order to speak to the 
army. He wanted as many of the soldiers as possible to see him. Alex knew it 
was necessary, but he worried that Rallian was making himself an easy target. 

“T must let them see me,” said Rallian firmly. “How else can I ask them to 
follow me?” 

Rallian climbed the steps to the top of the wall as Athron moved his army 
forward. Alex was relieved to see that none of the soldiers carried their weapons. 
Still, he stood at the end of the wall, watching. If any kind of weapon flew 
toward Rallian, Alex would be able to stop it before it reached its mark. 

Rallian’s speech to the army was moving, and almost every soldier agreed 
to take an oath of allegiance. After the final tally, Rallian had added nine 
thousand men to his army, which meant that his entire army was well over thirty- 
five thousand strong. 

Athron had chosen a man he knew to be one of Lazar’s spies as the 
messenger, and the man seemed more than willing to accept the task of taking 
word to Lazar. 

“What will you tell Lord Lazar?” Alex asked. 

“T am to say that Caftan and Shelnor have moved aside,” the man recited. 
“Lord Athron and the army are continuing toward Talbas.” 

“And?” Alex prodded, working his magic. 

“All is well with the northern army. We will have revenge on Talbas for 
Rallian’s death,” said the man, his eyes slightly out of focus. 

“Ts that true?” Alex asked. 

“On my life, it is true,” the man answered. 

“Then go swiftly,” said Alex, moving toward the door of the tent. “Lazar 


must have word as soon as possible. Tell him that his army is true and marches 
to Talbas.” 

“T will go as quickly as possible,” the man repeated. He climbed onto a 
horse and sped off to the south. 

Alex watched the messenger leave. Lazar would believe this man. Even 
Magnus would be hard-pressed to detect the false story because the magic that 
created it would grow weaker as the messenger’s own belief in the story grew 
stronger. That was perhaps the best part of this plan. 

That night there was a grand feast, and Alex and his friends were all 
together in King Rallian’s tent. Rallian insisted that Alex tell the story of his own 
first adventure, starting from the beginning, and reluctantly Alex agreed. Alex 
was about to begin his tale when a dust-covered messenger arrived from Ossbo. 

“What word?” Shelnor questioned, his smile fading as he looked at the 
messenger. 

“My lord, the great city of Ossbo is in need,” answered the messenger in a 
weak voice. “The armies of Lord Bray have marched north into our lands. When 
I left the city they were only five days away, and it has taken me six days to get 
here.” 

“T should have remembered Bray,” said Alex angrily. “He does whatever 
Lazar tells him to do—obviously Lazar has sent him against you.” 

“T must go at once,” said Shelnor. He turned to Rallian. “My lord, give me 
leave to take my army to Ossbo. I left only five hundred men to defend the city. 
They cannot hold it for long.” 

“This will make our plans for Karmus more difficult,” Talbot commented, 
glancing at Rallian as he spoke. 

“We must send aid to Ossbo,” said Rallian. “Tl not leave the lands that are 
loyal to me open to attack.” 

“King Rallian,” said Alex, “Shelnor has taken an oath to go south with you. 
I would not have him break his oath. Leave this fight to me.” 

“But what can you do?” Shelnor asked. “I know you are a wizard and have 
great power, but what can you do against an army?” 

“T will drive them back,” answered Alex as flames of anger started growing 
inside him. “I will make them wish they never marched north.” 

“You will call a dragon,” said Skeld. “The oracle called you a dragon lord. 
You will call a dragon to defeat the army of Bray.” 

“Yes,” said Alex. 

“Dragon lord?” Rallian questioned. 


“A wizard who can command dragons,” Alex answered without explaining. 

“But how—?” Shelnor asked. 

“I can do it—do not fear,” said Alex. 

“The prophecy,” murmured Talbot. 

“Prophecy? What prophecy?” Alex asked. 

“The dragon will come and the true king with him,” Talbot began. “When 
the desert river flows, and the eastern wind blows. Then the ring will come 
again, and the wars will find their end.” 

“The desert river flows,” said Virgil. “We saw you break the curse on the 
river.” 

“And the eastern wind is about to start blowing,” said Alex. 

“T will go south with you, my king,” Shelnor declared. “As I have sworn.” 

“And Ossbo?” asked the messenger. 

“The dragon will come, and with him, the king,” answered Shelnor. 

“T will prepare the fastest horses,” said Caftan, moving toward the tent door. 

“No,” Alex called out. “I can travel faster than any horse of this land.” 

“But how will you reach Ossbo if not on horseback?” Talbot questioned. 

Alex didn’t answer but headed for the door. 

“Wait, Master Taylor,” said Shelnor. “Take my ring. My family will know 
for certain that you come from me if you have it.” 

“Thank you, Lord Shelnor, and do not fear. Your city will be safe.” Alex 
left the tent, followed by Rallian and the others. Stonebill fluttered down onto 
his shoulder. 

“T will come with you,” said the bird. 

“You will be hard-pressed to keep pace,” said Alex. “No, I would rather you 
fly south with Rallian and the army. Bring me word when they are five days 
from Karmus.” 

“As you wish,” said Stonebill. 

“T still don’t see how you’re going to get to Ossbo without a horse,” said 
Rallian. 

“First things first,” said Alex, remembering he needed to summon a storm 
to hide the armies of the north. “The storm will last until I rejoin you near 
Karmus. Avoid cities and towns as much as possible, and march as fast as you 
can in the rain.” 

“But there is no storm,” said Caftan, looking up at the clear sky. 

Alex lifted his staff and pointed it toward the east, speaking the magic 
words softly. Tempe had told him that the rains would come late this year, and 


now he understood why. Using both his wizard and his dragon magic, he reached 
out and summoned the rain that was already there. He poured the power of the 
dragon into the magic, knowing he would need that power to make the storm 
last. The tents of the army fluttered in the breeze, and Rallian and the others 
looked to the east. Alex lowered his staff, and as it touched the ground, a blast of 
wind came howling out of the east. 

“When you see the dragon, look for me,” Alex shouted over the wind. 

With his final words, Alex changed himself into an eagle and rose above the 
camp of King Rallian. He looked down at the stunned faces of his friends, and 
with an angry screech, he shot like an arrow toward the city of Ossbo. 


Chapter Twenty 
The Dragon of Ossbo 
— 


The wind grew stronger as Alex flew east, but he didn’t change his shape 
again until he was well away from the camp. When he did change, it was into his 
second true form. As a massive true silver dragon, he moved faster than any bird 
could fly. He was able to outrace the storm he had summoned and cross the land 
between Luthan and Ossbo in far less time than it had taken the messenger. The 
joy of being a dragon filled him, and as he followed the road toward Ossbo, his 
anger toward the armies of Bray burned hotter inside of him. 

There was something more than anger in Alex’s mind. There was the 
feeling of connection to the land and the magic of Nezza that he had felt before 
when in his dragon form. The great dragon Salinor had told him a little about the 
connection, hinting that Alex would learn more in time. Now new feelings came 
to Alex’s mind, feelings of sorrow and of a great hope—sorrow for the wars that 
had gone on for so long, and hope that a true king would return and restore order 
and peace once more. There was also hope that the magic of Nezza would be 
free to help the people of this land after being held back for so long. 

Alex accepted his feelings and focused his mind on what lay ahead of him. 
He knew that Bray’s army would be terrified when he arrived, and so would the 
people of Ossbo. The people of Ossbo would see what he did to the army 
attacking them, and he hoped that would take away some of their fear. 

It took Alex a little more than an hour to fly over the land that had taken the 
messenger six days to cross. It was raining hard by the time the city of Ossbo 
came into his view. He saw that part of the city was burning. Bray’s army had set 
up catapults and was shooting huge jars of burning liquid over the city walls. 
Alex let out a thundering roar as he swooped down on the unsuspecting army 
that surrounded the city. 

With his first pass, Alex let loose a jet of flame. A cloud of steam rose from 
the wet ground as the dragon fire spread out like water. The catapults burned, 
and the jars of liquid exploded, spreading the fire into the invading army’s camp. 
He could hear terrified yells, mixed with the pained cries of those caught in the 
flames. Alex felt no mercy for the injured as the rage of the dragon took control 
of his mind. 


He dove again, blasting the tents of the army with fire and ripping them 
away with his claws. This army would pay for their evil deeds and for the evil of 
their weak lord. It was time for the wars of Nezza to come to an end. If the lords 
of Nezza would not end the wars, then the dragon would. 

Again and again, Alex dove down on the fleeing army. He tore great 
trenches in the earth with his tail and filled them with fire. The land glowed 
orange and red, and the air was filled with smoke and steam. A few soldiers tried 
to shoot arrows at the dragon, but the arrows that struck him simply shattered on 
his true silver scales. 

He dove again and was about to destroy a large collection of carts, but he 
stopped himself when he saw that they contained helpless prisoners. His rage 
flared as he realized that the army of Bray was using the prisoners to force the 
people inside the city to surrender. How many people had they already killed? 
How could men be so evil? 

The storm kept pace with Alex’s rage. Lightning shattered the darkness, and 
the rain pounded the earth like a rolling drum. The rain had put out the fires in 
the city. Ossbo would not be destroyed by fire, but Bray’s army would be. 

The army was broken long before Alex grew tired of attacking them. A few 
small groups began racing back to the south as fast as they could go. Alex let his 
thoughts reach out to one group, looking for a name to go with the face he could 
see so Clearly. It came as he flew over the company: Bray. 

The dragon’s rage got the better of Alex, and without considering the 
consequences, he destroyed Bray and his men with a huge ball of flame. One 
evil lord was gone. If another took his place, then the dragon would make sure 
he met the same fate. 

Enough, a familiar voice said in Alex’s mind. You have done enough. 
Return now. Help those who need you. 

“Salinor,” said Alex. “How ... How did you know?” 

The same way you would know if I were to do what you have done, Salinor 
answered, his voice kind and not accusing. You have saved the city and broken 
Bray’s army, as you promised you would do. That is enough for now. Return, and 
help those who need you. 

“As you wish, great one,” said Alex, his anger slipping away. 

Remember this, child, Salinor continued. With all your powers of wizardry, 
with all your powers as a dragon, you cannot force the people of Nezza to make 
peace. 

“But—” 


You must help the young king find peace for his people, said Salinor. Force 
alone is not the path to lasting peace. 

Alex flew back toward Ossbo, changing into an eagle once more as he 
went. Alex knew Salinor’s words were true, but he couldn’t see the path Salinor 
was talking about. Without magic, without war and force and destruction, Alex 
didn’t know how Rallian could win his crown and bring peace to Nezza. 

The fields around the city were still burning when Alex arrived. He landed 
close to the city gate and changed back to his human form without being seen. 
Walking up to the gates, Alex could hear people yelling and running inside the 
city. He knew that many of the people must be hurt; he knew he needed to help 
them. Raising his staff, he pounded on the city gates. 

“Open in the name of Rallian, king of Nezza,” Alex called out. 

There was no answer. 

Alex raised his staff once more, but this time he magically lifted the 
massive iron beam that held the gates shut and moved it to one side. When Alex 
struck the city gate with his staff again, one side of it opened in front of him. 

“What the—>?” A large man near the gate started, then stopped in surprise. 
“Who are you? What do you want? How did you open the gates?” 

“What is your name?” Alex asked the man. 

“I am Tilac,” the man answered. 

“T am a messenger from King Rallian and Lord Shelnor,” answered Alex as 
he walked into the city. “I must speak with Lady Shelnor at once.” 

“Yes, of course, but the gate .. .” said Tilac. 

“Send men to the fields,” Alex ordered. “Along the south road they will 
find a number of people trapped in carts who need to be cared for.” 

Tilac hesitated, looking around for someone to help. 

“Quickly!” Alex commanded. 

“At once,” said Tilac, and he began yelling for others to come and do what 
Alex had ordered. 

Five minutes later, a group of men was assembled and on its way. 

“Now, take me to Lady Shelnor,” Alex ordered Tilac. 

“As you command,” said Tilac again, leading the way into the city. 

The fire in the city had not been as bad as Alex had thought, but there were 
still many damaged buildings. There were dozens of injured people lying in the 
street with no one to help them. Alex was angry for a moment, but then he 
realized that the uninjured people in the city were busy looking through the 
ruins, searching for others who had been hurt. 


“How long was the army of Bray here before the dragon drove them 
away?” asked Alex. 

“Two days,” answered Tilac. “If the dragon had not come, the city would 
have surrendered in the morning.” 

“Then it is well that he came,” said Alex. 

“Do you know this dragon?” Tilac asked, apparently shocked by the idea. 

“T know him well,” said Alex. “He came to protect your city, though I wish 
he had come sooner.” 

“As do I,” said Tilac. “Though I never believed in dragons before this 
night.” 

“Tt is hard to believe in things you’ve never seen.” 

“Yes, very hard,” Tilac agreed. 

Alex didn’t say anything else as Tilac led him into a grand palace, and 
finally into the private rooms of Lady Shelnor. 

“My lady,” said Tilac, bowing. “This man is a messenger. He has asked to 
see you.” 

“What madness is this?” said Lady Shelnor, getting up from a small bed she 
had been kneeling beside. “The city besieged, your lord off to fight at the gap of 
Luthan, and you bring a stranger into my private chambers!” 

“Lady Shelnor, please,” said Alex, stepping forward. “I have come from 
King Rallian and your noble husband.” 

Alex held out Lord Shelnor’s ring for Lady Shelnor to see as he spoke. 
Lady Shelnor hesitated for a moment before taking the ring from Alex’s hand. 

“My husband is well?” Lady Shelnor asked after a long moment. 

“He is,” Alex answered. “I left him at the gap of Luthan a few hours ago. 
He was preparing to march south with the king.” 

“A few hours?” Lady Shelnor asked in disbelief. 

“My name is Alex Taylor, and I am a wizard,” Alex said. “I have come to 
aid your city and drive off Bray’s army. I am here to help.” 

“You, alone?” 

“My lady, the siege is lifted,” said Tilac. “A great silver dragon came from 
the west and destroyed the armies of Bray.” 

“A dragon? Don’t talk nonsense, Tilac. There are no such things as 
dragons.” 

“He speaks the truth,” said Alex. “The dragon came because I called him. 
Bray’s army is scattered and destroyed.” 

Lady Shelnor looked at the ring again and then back to Alex, her face full 


of questions. “You... you are a wizard?” 

“T am.” 

“You are a healer, too?” 

“Yes,” said Alex. 

“Can you...” Lady Shelnor began and then hesitated. “Can you heal my 
son?” 

“Your son?” Alex asked. 

“Young Lord Roland fell from the city walls while defending his people,” 
Tilac said softly. 

“T told him not to go, but he disobeyed me,” said Lady Shelnor, a touch of 
pride mixed with the sorrow in her voice. “He would not let others defend his 
father’s city while he remained safe in the palace.” 

“Where is he?” Alex asked. 

“Here” Lady Shelnor pointed to the small bed where she had been kneeling. 

Alex moved forward and knelt beside the boy. He looked to be ten or 
eleven years old. He was pale, and Alex could see that he was in a great deal of 
pain. For a moment Alex worried that Roland was already moving toward the 
shadowlands, but he soon saw that Roland’s spirit was still in him. 

Alex took Roland’s hand as he let his mind and magic move outward. As 
his thoughts moved to find the injuries in Roland’s body, Alex slowly began to 
feel the pain that Roland was suffering. When he let his thoughts return, he felt 
drained. 

Carefully, Alex moved his hands over Roland, allowing some of his own 
strength to flow into the boy. He shifted the broken ribs on Roland’s left side, 
pushing them back into place with his mind, blocking the pain by allowing it to 
flow into his own body. When he finished his work, Alex was dripping with 
sweat and shaking, but he was sure that Roland would live. 

“Are there any trained healers in this city?” Alex asked, dropping to the 
floor to rest for a moment. 

“A few,” said Tilac. 

“Summon them,” Alex ordered. “I will need their help if we are to save the 
injured people of Ossbo.” 

“And my son?” Lady Shelnor questioned. 

“He has many broken bones that will take time to heal, but he will live.” 

“How do you know? How can you be sure?” Lady Shelnor asked, her voice 
shaking in fear. 

“I know,” said Alex. 


“But—” 

“He will live,” Alex repeated firmly. “Now, summon the healers. There is 
much work to do in this city, and I will need their help.” 

“Go, Tilac, do as he commands,” said Lady Shelnor with a wave of her 
hand. 

“Forgive me, lady,” said Alex, “but I must rest a moment before going to 
help your people.” 

A short time later, Alex left Lady Shelnor with her son and made his way 
back to the main entrance of the palace. He met Tilac there, with a small group 
of people following him. Alex could see that most of the people had at least 
some power in them. He felt his own strength returning as they gathered around 
him, waiting for him to speak. 

“How many people are injured?” Alex asked. 

“Most of the guards,” said Tilac. “I would say a hundred of them badly, and 
the others only slightly.” 

“And the people of the city?” Alex asked. 

“Many have burns and cuts,” said one of the healers, stepping forward. “We 
know charms and simple spells to ease their pains, but we have no great store of 
medicines.” 

“What is your name?” asked Alex. 

“I am Roanna.” 

“Go to the kitchens, Roanna, and find the largest caldron or cooking pot 
you can. Fill it with clean water and set it to boil. I will follow shortly.” 

Roanna bowed to Alex and left, running. 

Alex turned back to the rest of the healers. “The people rescued from Bray’s 
camp? How are they?” 

“Weak and hungry,” said Tilac. “There are few injuries among them that a 
meal and a good night’s sleep will not heal.” 

“Very well,” said Alex, looking at the faces around him. “Find those who 
are injured the worst. Bring them here to the palace as quickly as you can. I will 
go to the kitchens and make some healing potions for you to use. Tilac, make 
sure those who were rescued from the carts get something to eat, and try to find 
them a place to rest.” 

“As you command,” said Tilac with a bow. 

“Go now, my friends,” said Alex to the healers. “We have a great deal of 
work to do, and the night is already growing old.” 

The healers left the palace, and Alex went to find the kitchens. When he 


finally found them, Roanna was there, boiling as much water as she possibly 
could in several large pots. 

“T could not move the largest pots to the fire,” Roanna explained, not 
meeting Alex’s eyes. “I thought I should do as much as I could. I hope it is 
enough.” 

“Tt will be fine,” said Alex, leaning his staff against the wall and clearing a 
large table in the center of the room. “Do you know anything of adventurers?” 

“T have heard stories,” said Roanna in a slightly confused tone. 

“Very well. I don’t have time to explain things now, but I’m going to 
disappear for a few minutes, though this bag will remain. You will not be able to 
move this bag while I am gone. When I return, I will try to answer any questions 
you might have.” 

Roanna nodded that she understood. 

Alex lifted his magic bag and quietly spoke the password. Once inside his 
bag, he moved as fast as he could to collect what he would need. First, he went 
to his greenhouse to collect herbs and roots, flowers and leaves. Then he went to 
his library, where he stored his other magical items for potion making. It took 
him less than ten minutes to get everything, and with his arms full, he returned to 
the kitchen. 

Alex began setting out the items he’d collected on the table, arranging them 
in groups so they would be ready for each potion he planned to make. 

“This is dwarf’s beard,” said Roanna, picking up one of the plants. 

“That is one of its names,” said Alex. 

“But it is rare here in Nezza, and it only grows in the far north,” Roanna 
said. 

“I had it in my bag,” said Alex. “You said you’d heard stories of 
adventurers—what do those stories say?” 

“They say that adventurers carry magic bags with them, bags that can hold 
many things in a small place,” answered Roanna. 

“That is true,” said Alex as he moved to one of the smaller pots of water. 
“Magic bags make it easy for adventurers to carry everything we might need. As 
you can see, I have a great many things in my bag.” 

As the first potion began to boil, Alex started mixing a second and then a 
third. When the third potion was brewing, he returned to the first and removed it 
from the fire, checking its color to make sure it was finished. 

“Take a goblet of this to Lord Roland. Make sure he drinks all of it,” Alex 
said to Roanna. “Can you splint broken bones?” 


“T have done it many times,” Roanna answered with pride. 

“Roland’s bones are already set, but his left arm and leg will both need 
splints,” said Alex. “You should also bind his ribs because several of them are 
broken.” 

“As you command,” said Roanna, taking a goblet from one of the shelves 
and filling it with the potion Alex pointed to. 

“When you are finished with Lord Roland, return,” Alex said as Roanna 
moved toward the door. “There are many others who will need our help.” 

Alex returned to the potions he was brewing and began making one more 
he thought would be helpful. It wasn’t long before Alex thought he heard 
Roanna coming toward the kitchen. He turned to ask why she was back so soon, 
but to his surprise, Lady Shelnor entered the kitchen. Her hair was pulled back 
and she wore a common work dress now, and there was a fierce and determined 
look in her eyes. 

“Roanna told me there was much work to do,” said Lady Shelnor. “How 
may I serve my people?” 

“Great lady,” said Alex with a slight bow. “I have two large cauldrons of 
healing potion that are ready. The healers are bringing those who are hurt the 
worst to the palace. Find some men to help you, and take these cauldrons to the 
healers. Have them give some of this potion to all who come here. I will have 
more potions ready soon.” 

“As you wish,” said Lady Shelnor, turning to go. 

The night seemed to go on forever. Alex continued to brew potions, and 
Lady Shelnor and Roanna continued to take them to those who were injured. The 
work seemed endless, and from time to time Alex had to call on the power of the 
dragon to refresh himself so he could keep going. 

When he finished making potions, Alex went back up into the palace 
carrying a large pot full of a thick, reddish-brown mixture. The healers gathered 
around him when he arrived. 

“This mixture is for burns,” Alex explained, setting down the pot. “Spread a 
little of it over any burned skin. It will ease the pain and help the skin to heal.” 

The healers immediately did as Alex commanded. 

Alex turned to Roanna. “Now, show me those who are most hurt.” 

Roanna led him through the palace, stopping at the makeshift cots to tell 
Alex what was wrong with each person. Alex did what he could for each of 
them, taking away their pain and their fear and setting them on a path of healing. 

When Roanna fell asleep while Alex was helping a sickly old man, he 


motioned for one of the other healers to take her place. When he had seen all the 
people in the palace, he went out into the courtyard, helping those who needed 
him. Alex lost track of time as he worked, trying to do all he could for the 
injured in the city. 

When he returned to the palace, it was dark. Alex didn’t know how long he 
had been working, but he thought at least one day had gone by. Moving quietly 
so as not to disturb anyone, he was surprised to find Lady Shelnor and Roanna 
waiting for him. 

“My lord, you must rest,” said Roanna in a concerned voice. 

“There are still many who need help,” said Alex with a weak smile. 

“And they will receive help, but you must rest,” said Lady Shelnor. 

“Tt has been three days since you came to our city, Master Taylor. Surely 
you must need food and sleep,” Roanna added. 

“Three days?” Alex asked. 

“Tt has been three days since you saved our city,” answered Lady Shelnor. 
“You have done much for my people, and now you must rest.” 

“Yes,” said Alex, suddenly feeling tired beyond words. “A little food and 
sleep would be good.” 

“Come. A bed has been made ready for you,” said Lady Shelnor. 

Alex followed Lady Shelnor into the palace. He could see that many of the 
injured were looking better already. Most of the people in the great hall turned to 
look at him as he passed. He was taken to a large room where a fine-looking bed 
and a meal were waiting for him. 

“Rest, my friend,” said Lady Shelnor. “If anyone deserves a rest, it is you.” 

“Call me if there is need,” said Alex. 

He didn’t eat but fell onto the bed as soon as the door to his room was 
closed. He couldn’t remember ever feeling so tired, and the soft bed was more 
than he could have hoped for. He let himself sink into the softness and drift away 
into a happy, restful sleep. 


ee 


When Alex woke, the sky was getting dark again, and he guessed that he 
had been asleep for twelve hours or more. He got up and changed his clothes, 
then hurried back to the great hall of the palace. 

Lady Shelnor and Roanna were both in the main hall, serving food to those 
who were well enough to eat. Alex went to them and asked if anyone needed his 


help. Lady Shelnor smiled and told him that all the injured were doing fine, and 
she insisted that Roanna take Alex back to the kitchens. 

“Make sure he eats something,” Lady Shelnor said to Roanna. “It will not 
do for an honored guest of the city to go hungry.” 

Roanna led Alex back to the kitchens. There were several people in the 
kitchens now, and the air was full of wonderful smells. The smells made Alex 
hungry, and he was happy to let Roanna bring him a large meal. Roanna sat 
down and watched him as he ate. 

“You have power as a healer,” said Alex. 

“T am nothing compared to you,” said Roanna. 

“Are you so sure?” 

“You did more in three days than I could ever do,” said Roanna. 

“T did what was needed,” said Alex. “But you did a great deal as well.” 

“You were watching?” Roanna asked in surprise. 

“I see many things,” said Alex. “Tell me, who trained you in the art of 
healing?” 

“My grandmother,” said Roanna with a touch of pride. “She had great 
hopes for me as a healer.” 

“Had?” Alex asked. 

“T was not able to pass the test,” said Roanna quietly. “I feared the wall too 
much to ever even try.” 

“That is nothing to be ashamed of,” said Alex. “There are many who do not 
wish to go there.” 

“Have you been to the wall?” Roanna questioned. 

“Yes.” 

“T was told that I could never be a great healer unless I went there,” Roanna 
said. “I could never find the courage to go, so I will never be a great healer.” 

“You may never be known as a healer of power, but you are still a great 
healer,” said Alex. “Journeys to the shadowlands are dangerous, and only a small 
part of a healer’s craft.” 

Roanna looked like she was thinking very hard. 

Alex waited for a moment, then said, “Do what you can as a healer. Do not 
be troubled by the wall or what lies beyond it.” 

Roanna nodded, and Alex thought she understood what he was trying to 
say. When he finished his meal, Alex returned to the halls of the palace to talk 
with the healers about their art. He knew that he would soon need to leave this 
place and return to Karmus. There was still so much work to do before Rallian 


sat on his throne. 


Chapter Twenty-One 
The King of Nezza 
~—— 


Alex had been in Ossbo just over two weeks when Stonebill turned up. He 
landed on Alex’s shoulder, shaking water out of his feathers, as Alex was sitting 
down to dinner with Lady Shelnor and the few lords that remained in Ossbo. 
Alex laughed, but Lady Shelnor and the lords of Ossbo all looked shocked by 
the bird’s arrival. 

“Your storm has lasted for nearly three weeks, and I’ve had a hard time 
finding a dry place to sleep,” Stonebill complained. 

“Adventures are often uncomfortable,” said Alex with a smile. “What news 
do you bring?” 

“Rallian and the lords of the north were ten days away from Karmus when I 
left them,” Stonebill answered. “That was seven days ago. I would have come 
sooner, but the east wind is still blowing hard.” 

“Do you think I’ve overdone the spell?” Alex asked. 

“If you don’t put an end to it soon, the whole land of Nezza will sink into 
the sea,” Stonebill croaked. 

“Master Taylor, can you speak to this bird?” Lady Shelnor interrupted. 

“T can,” Alex answered. “He is a friend, sent by the oracle Tempe to aid me 
in this land.” 

“The oracle? You have spoken to the Oracle of the Red Lands?” Lady 
Shelnor asked, her eyes wide. 

“Yes,” said Alex. “She was most kind to me and to King Rallian.” 

“And what does this most noble bird say to you?” 

“He brings word from King Rallian and the lords of the north. They are 
approaching Karmus, and so my time in your fair city is coming to an end.” 

“Tt will take you weeks to reach Karmus,” one of the lords of Ossbo said. 

“No,” said Alex. “If I leave in the early morning, I should arrive at King 
Rallian’s camp in time for the midday meal.” 

“Master Taylor is a wizard of great power,” Lady Shelnor said. “I am sure 
what he says is true.” 

“Do you have any message you’d like me to take to your husband?” Alex 
asked Lady Shelnor. 





“Yes, if you would be so kind,” she said. 

When the meal ended, Alex wandered out into the palace garden, thinking 
about what was to come in the next few days. The rain was still falling hard, and 
Alex took shelter in a small gazebo on the edge of the garden. Stonebill sat 
quietly on Alex’s shoulder, and after a few minutes, he broke the silence. 

“How will you reach Karmus in time for the midday meal? Even in eagle 
form and with the east wind at your back, it will take you days to reach King 
Rallian.” 

“I will not travel as an eagle,” said Alex. “If you wish to come with me, I 
will have to put you inside my magic bag.” 

“But how will you travel?” Stonebill persisted. 

“Have you not guessed? You see so much, I would think you could see the 
answer to your question.” 

“You will summon the dragon once more and ride on its back to Karmus,” 
said Stonebill after a moment of thought. 

“Something like that,” said Alex. 

He was surprised the raven hadn’t guessed correctly. Alex hadn’t told 
anyone in Nezza about his ability to take the dragon form, not even Tempe. He 
suspected, however, that the oracle would guess his secret once she heard about 
the dragon coming to Ossbo. 

“Tt will be a wet flight.” Stonebill chuckled. 

“Wet, but short.” 

It was well after midnight when Alex returned to his room. He was 
surprised to find Roanna waiting for him at the door, a troubled look on her face. 

“T have a message from Lady Shelnor to her husband,” said Roanna, 
holding out a letter for Alex. 

“You also have something you wish to ask,” said Alex. 

“Are my thoughts so open to you?” 

“You have been thinking about this since we talked in the kitchens,” said 
Alex. “You wish to take the healer’s test and travel to the land of shadows.” 

“You are the only healer I know who has been there,” said Roanna. “You 
are the only one who can teach me what I need to know.” 

“Are you certain this is what you want?” Alex asked. 

“This .. . You may be my only chance to learn this part of the healing 
craft,” Roanna answered. 

“You do not answer my question. Is this really what you want?” Alex 
pressed. 


“I... I don’t know,” Roanna answered slowly. “I want to learn, I want to 
help my people, but. . .” 

“But the shadowlands are a dark place, and you do not wish to go there,” 
Alex finished for her. “I understand your fear, Roanna. Do what you can for your 
people, and do not let thoughts of the shadowlands trouble you.” 

Roanna bowed to Alex, her troubled look fading as she turned and left. 

Alex entered his room, and Stonebill fluttered off his shoulder and landed 
on the bedpost. 

“She has a great deal of power,” Stonebill said. 

“Yes,” said Alex. “I saw it the first night I arrived here.” 

“T think she will be a great help to the people of Nezza, if she can stop 
worrying about the shadowlands,” said Stonebill. 

“T think you are right,” said Alex, looking at the raven. “But only time will 
tell, and now it is time to go south and see the king. Will you travel in my bag, or 
will you make your own way?” 

“If I made my own way, I would miss everything,” answered Stonebill. 
“Put me in your bag, and at least I’ll get some rest.” 

Alex spoke the necessary words and put Stonebill inside his magic bag. He 
would return to Karmus, and, with any luck, Rallian would be king before 
another week had passed. 

It won't be as easy as that, Alex’s O’Gash said in his head. You may win 
Karmus, you may crown Rallian as king, but what about the other kingdoms? 
How will you make peace in Nezza? 

The spell you set loose at the river has done its work. Old angers are 
renewed, old hatreds remembered. A desire for revenge fills this land, and the 
people want someone to pay for their pain. Magnus will use this to his 
advantage if he can; you need to remember Magnus. 

Rallian is the key, his O’Gash finished. Rallian and... 

“And?” Alex questioned. 

Alex waited for a long time, but his O’Gash said nothing more. It troubled 
him that his O’Gash did not finish what it had started to say. He ran everything 
through his mind again: Rallian is the key. Rallian and . . . and what? 

Alex made his way back to the palace garden, and when he was sure he was 
alone, he changed into an eagle and flew into the darkness before the dawn. He 
would change into a dragon when he was well away from the city and then fly to 
Karmus before going to Rallian’s camp. It would be good to see Karmus and 
find out what Lazar and Magnus were up to. If Rallian’s army had been spotted, 


there would be signs of preparation in Karmus. 

As he flew, Alex considered breaking the spell that kept the storm in place, 
but he decided against it. He didn’t know what plans Rallian had made to rescue 
the families of his soldiers, but he thought the rain would help those plans, 
whatever they were. 

When Alex reached the first mountains, he let his magic grow around him 
and changed into his second true form. The great true silver dragon rose up over 
the mountains, speeding off to the south and west, the storm following behind 
him. He let out a roar of happiness as he flew. He knew that he would reach 
Karmus just as it was getting light, and his appearance would come as a great 
shock to both Lazar and Magnus. 

In the pale morning light, Alex slowed his flight and flew lower so he could 
get a good look at the city of Karmus. He could hear the frightened yells from 
the people in the streets below him. He studied the streets of the city as he 
circled and noticed that there were few soldiers to be seen. In fact, the only 
soldiers he did see were on the island prison, close to Lazar and his seat of 
power. 

Or close to Magnus, his O’Gash whispered. 

Alex let out a great roar as he flew over the city once more. He didn’t see 
anything that looked like trouble, so he kept his eyes open as he turned north to 
find the army of King Rallian. 

Rallian and his men were less than half a day away from Karmus, but their 
progress had been stopped. As Alex flew over their camp, he instantly saw what 
the problem was. The lords from five of the seven inner kingdoms had 
assembled their armies, and they now stood between Rallian and Karmus. 

Circling overhead, Alex took in all the details of both armies. The armies of 
the inner kingdoms outnumbered Rallian by nearly two to one, which meant that 
fighting their way to Karmus would be impossible. He could also feel the desire 
for revenge that filled the armies of the inner kingdoms. They wanted someone 
to blame for the years of suffering, they wanted someone to pay, and Rallian and 
the lords of the north were the focus of their anger. 

Alex flew above the clouds, hiding the dragon from the men on the ground. 
Once he was high enough not to be seen, he changed back into an eagle and 
circled down to Rallian’s camp. 

“At least they haven’t sent word to Lazar,” Alex heard Talbot say as he 
approached Rallian’s tent. 

“They haven’t sent any official word to Lazar,” said Shelnor. “Still, they 


seem willing to listen to reason and avoid a battle if they can.” 

“But we must get to Karmus soon,” said Rallian, sounding frustrated. “If 
Lazar finds out what has happened, he could slaughter the people of Karmus 
before we get there.” 

“T doubt we could fight our way through,” said Caftan. “And even if we 
could, it would make enemies of those you will need as friends.” 

Alex didn’t wait to hear more. He stepped into the tent, shaking the rain 
from his hair. 

“Alex!” Rallian exclaimed, rushing over to welcome him back. “We saw 
the dragon and thought you would return shortly.” 

“Only just in time, it seems,” said Alex. “I have news, but perhaps you 
should tell me what is happening here first.” 

“Lazar is forcing the inner kingdoms to take his side,” said Talbot. “They 
recognize Rallian and his right to claim the crown, but Lazar holds the young 
lords of the inner kingdoms in Karmus. If the lords of the inner kingdoms want 
to save their young lords, they have to do what Lazar says.” 

Alex shook his head. “The seven young lords Lazar held are dead. They 
were sent to the western desert some time ago. I’m sure Rallian can guess their 
fate.” 

“The serpent,” said Rallian, going pale. “The serpent killed them all.” 

“Yes,” said Alex. 

“When did you find this out, Alex? How long have you known that they 
were dead?” Rallian questioned. 

“T found out when we faced the serpent in the desert,” said Alex. “At the 
time I didn’t know that your cousin was among them. I am sorry for your loss, 
my friend.” 

“Lazar and Magnus will pay for this evil,” said Rallian, his fists clenched in 
anger. 

“Tf their lords are dead, it means that Lazar has no true power over the inner 
kingdoms,” said Shelnor. 

“But will they believe us?” Talbot asked. “Will they believe that Magnus 
and Lazar have already killed their lords?” 

“T doubt they will believe anything we say,” said Caftan. “They will want to 
believe Lazar, as his story offers them hope that their loved ones are still alive.” 

“They are gone,” said Alex. “The serpent knew that the seven were lords of 
Nezza. He admitted it to me.” 

“Then all is lost,” said Shelnor. “We cannot advance to Karmus, and we 


cannot prove to the lords of the inner kingdoms that their lords were killed by 
Lazar and Magnus. We must withdraw and prepare to defend our own lands.” 

“No,” said Rallian firmly. “There must be some way to convince them. 
There must be something we can do to prove that what we know is true.” 

Rallian is the key. Rallian and . . . Alex’s O’Gash whispered once more. 

“Tell me,” said Alex, his mind catching on an idea. “Is there something we 
can say—an oath or some item we can swear on—that all the lords of Nezza 
would believe?” 

“Only the ring of the kings would hold that power,” said Talbot. “But it was 
lost when the last king of Nezza rode north.” 

“And found again when I rode on my first adventure,” said Alex. 

“Found?” Rallian asked in disbelief. 

“You’ve heard the story of my first adventure,” said Alex as he reached for 
his magic bag. 

“Yes, but you never mentioned the ring of the kings,” Rallian said. 

“When I fought the three-legged troll, I won a ring,” said Alex. “I did not 
know what it was until I spoke to the oracle Tempe. She told me that it was the 
great ring of the kings of Nezza.” 

“You have this ring—now?” Shelnor asked in amazement. 

“Tempe said that I should hold on to it until the time was right,” Alex said. 
“She didn’t want me to give it to Rallian while we were still in the desert. She 
didn’t want to force him into making a claim on the crown.” 

“A kind thought,” said Rallian. 

Alex spoke softly into his magic bag, telling Stonebill where the ring was 
and asking him to bring it out and give it to Rallian. With a rush of feathers, 
Stonebill appeared in the tent, fluttering gently onto Rallian’s shoulder, the 
golden ring held in his beak. He bent down and let the ring fall into Rallian’s 
open hand, and then flew back to his normal place on Alex’s shoulder. 

“The great ring of the kings,” said Rallian as he looked at the golden circle 
in his hand. 

The gold seemed to shine more brightly in Rallian’s hand than it ever had 
before, and the black stone reflected the light like water at midnight. Rallian 
slowly put the ring on his right hand, and Alex felt a sudden rush of magic. All 
the lords of Nezza dropped to one knee in front of Rallian, and Alex bowed to 
his friend. 

The magic was ancient, perhaps as old as Nezza itself. At first Alex 
couldn’t see what the magic was, but as it continued to grow around Rallian, 


Alex realized what was happening. The ring was a magical link between the true 
king and the land; it was a source of power that had once helped to hold the 
kingdom of Nezza together. This ancient magic was like a spring, and the water 
that flowed out of it was hope for better times. 

“With this ring, you could have claimed all of Nezza as your own,” Rallian 
said to Alex. 

“But I am not the king of Nezza,” said Alex. “You are.” 

Rallian nodded, and for a moment it looked as if he would cry with joy, but 
he stepped back and asked his lords to rise. 

“We must ride forward under the flag of truce,” said Rallian. “The lords of 
the inner kingdoms must be made to see the truth.” 

“As you wish, my king,” said Talbot. 

“With your permission,” said Alex, bowing, “I would like to ride forward 
with you. I would like to see the lords of the inner kingdoms for myself.” 

“T would be honored to have your company,” said Rallian. 

As Rallian turned to speak with the rest of the lords, Alex stepped away 
from the group. He was pleased to see Rallian so much in command and the 
lords of the north so willing to follow. His own hopes for peace in Nezza had 
been renewed, and now he felt certain that the wars would at last come to an end. 

Rallian wanted to ride forward as soon as possible. As the details about who 
would ride forward with him were worked out, Alex delivered Lady Shelnor’s 
message to Lord Shelnor. 

“Forgive me, Lord Shelnor,” said Rallian, noticing Alex handing the 
message over. “Before we ride, we should find out how things stand in Ossbo.” 

“You are most kind, my king,” said Shelnor with a bow. “Perhaps Master 
Taylor will tell us what has happened there.” 

“Of course,” said Alex, bowing slightly to Shelnor. “When I arrived at 
Ossbo, Bray’s army had already surrounded the city,” Alex began. “Part of the 
city was burning, and Bray’s men were working hard, sending barrels of flaming 
liquid into the city; no doubt they hoped to destroy as much of Ossbo as they 
could. Unfortunately for them, the dragon arrived and destroyed their catapults, 
and most of Bray’s army as well. Bray was destroyed in a blast of dragon fire as 
he fled to the south.” 

“And the city?” Shelnor asked. “How many of my people were lost in the 
attack?” 

“Few were lost,” answered Alex. “The rain helped to put out the fires, and 
the people of the city worked hard to rescue the trapped and injured. The healers 


of your city and I were able to help the injured as well, and I believe that most, if 
not all of them, will recover.” 

“T am in forever in your debt,” said Shelnor, bowing to Alex. “I will try to 
find some small way to repay the great kindness you have done for my family 
and my people.” 

“As will I,” Rallian added. “It seems that all of Nezza will be in your debt 
before I sit on my throne.” 

“I am happy to have been of service,” said Alex, bowing to both Shelnor 
and Rallian. “Now, if you will excuse me, I should like to check on my 
adventurer friends and see how Hathnor is doing.” 

Colesum led Alex to his friends, and Alex was not surprised that they were 
telling stories and that Hathnor was with them. They were all excited and happy 
to see Alex and quick to ask about his journey to Ossbo and what had happened 
there. Alex told them what he could as he checked to make sure Hathnor was 
recovering from his wound. 

“So, will we have to fight the army in front of us to reach Karmus?” asked 
Virgil. “We’ve done little enough on this adventure after all.” 

“T don’t think we will have to fight yet,” said Alex. “Rallian wants to talk to 
the lords of the inner kingdoms first. I think they will believe what he says, and I 
think they will join him against Lazar and Magnus.” 

“A hardheaded lot, these men from Nezza,” Dain commented. “Rallian is 
king; they should follow him without explanations.” 

“Rallian is not yet crowned as king,” Alex pointed out. “There has not been 
a true king in Nezza for a long time. I doubt even the dwarves would be quick to 
accept anyone claiming to be king in this situation.” 

“The dwarves would take a hundred years to decide,” Skeld teased. “Then 
they’d take another hundred just to make sure they’d done everything right.” 

“Enough,” said Virgil. “When will King Rallian ride forward?” 

“They are preparing the horses now,” said Colesum. 

“Then I should speak to him,” said Virgil. “I believe I should ride with him, 
just in case.” 

The rain was still falling as they moved forward, the blue-and-white flag of 
truce leading them. Alex hoped that the lords of the inner kingdoms would 
believe what he and Rallian would tell them, and that there would be no need for 
a battle now that they were so close to their goal. 

It wasn’t long before the lords of the inner kingdoms rode out to meet them. 
Alex suspected that the appearance of the dragon over their camps might have 


had something to do with their quick response. 

“Hail, lords of the north, Prince Rallian,” one of the lords said as they rode 
up. “A day of strange happening, and stranger news.” 

“You will address Rallian as king,” Talbot said hotly. 

“That is a claim not yet proven,” the lord answered, bowing slightly. “There 
are other matters we should discuss, however. We have asked you to return to the 
north as we do not wish to fight you, yet you show no sign of moving.” 

“We will return north when King Rallian orders us to do so,” Talbot 
answered, his anger getting the better of him. 

“Tt is poor weather to fight in, Talbot. Be careful what you say,” said the 
lord. 

“My lords, hear what I say,” said Rallian, stepping forward. “I have news of 
the captives—those that Lazar claims to hold in Karmus.” 

“What news?” asked the man. 

“The young lords of your lands, my friends and my cousin, have already 
died at Lazar’s command,” said Rallian. “I have seen the creature—a desert 
serpent—that Magnus used to destroy them. Were it not for Master Taylor, who 
rides with me this day, I would also have been destroyed by that creature.” 

“Ah, the wizard,” said one of the lords, turning toward Alex. “We have 
been told that a wizard has come to Nezza and that we should be careful of him. 
Lazar told us he would spread lies and bring war to all the land.” 

“You would believe Lazar?” said Rallian, his own anger growing. “Be 
careful, my lords; the dragon you saw this morning is not that far away.” 

“You claim that your wizard controls it?” asked the lord. 

“T know that he does,” said Rallian in a confident tone. “His dragon has 
already destroyed Bray and scattered his army to the winds. Take warning, or the 
same may happen to you.” 

“Idle words,” said another of the lords, but there was a nervous tone to his 
voice. 

“No,” said Alex, moving forward. “If you will not accept Rallian as the 
king, and if you continue to stand in our way and prevent us from reaching 
Karmus, then I will summon the dragon and destroy you all.” 

“Enough of this,” said Rallian. He lifted his right arm, plainly showing the 
great ring of the kings to the lords in front of him. At that moment, Alex 
magically shifted the clouds above them. A single beam of sunlight broke free of 
the clouds, falling on Rallian. The ring looked like a circle of flame on Rallian’s 
finger, the black stone a dark mirror, reflecting the magical light. 


“T swear by this ring—the great ring of the kings of Nezza—that all I have 
told you is true,” said Rallian in a loud voice. “Your lords, those you loved— 
they are lost to us. I beg you—do not make that loss worse by serving the one 
who destroyed them.” 

“My lord...my...my king,” the first man stuttered. “Forgive my doubts. 
I cannot speak for the others, but I and my house stand ready to serve you.” 

“As do I,” called another of the lords, moving forward. “Only the true king 
of Nezza could hold the ring.” 

“And I,” called another. “I will do as you command, my king, and hope that 
you command the destruction of Lazar and the evil Magnus.” 

It happened in an instant. Alex was both surprised and relieved as all five of 
the lords of the inner kingdoms came forward, dropped to one knee, and bowed 
to Rallian. Each of them swore his allegiance and then waited for Rallian to 
command them. 

Something else happened, something only Alex noticed. The magic of 
Nezza, the magic that had waited for more than five hundred years for a true 
king to appear, was waking up. 

“Rise, my noble lords,” Rallian said, overcome by the show of support. 
“Rise and join with me. We must reach Karmus before Lazar knows what has 
happened. We must not allow him to destroy more of our people.” 

“We hear and obey,” the five lords of the inner kingdoms answered. 

“We need a plan,” said Rallian. “Lazar still has an army in Karmus, and it 
will not be easy to take that city, even with this host.” 

“King Rallian,” said Alex, “this very morning I saw the city, and there are 
few guards or soldiers anywhere but on the island at its center.” 

“A careful man, Lazar,” Talbot commented. “The island will be difficult to 
take, and the bridges are easy to defend.” 

“We must find a way,” said Rallian. “I know that my uncle will never 
accept me as king, and he must know by now that his life is forfeit. If he holds 
only the island, things will be easier. I would not risk this army without good 
reason, and I fear that storming the island will cost many lives.” 

“My lord, if you will permit me,” said Colesum. “If Master Taylor is 
correct, and there are only a few soldiers in the city, then we can capture the city 
and lay siege to the island fortress. Why risk storming the island when time and 
hunger will deliver it to us?” 

“Yes, that might work,” Rallian said in a thoughtful tone. “My uncle still 
has a sizeable army at his command, though it seems that the army is not in 


Karmus. We should send out scouts to try to discover where his army is. While 
our scouts look for answers, the rest of the army will move into Karmus.” 

“T will have men out searching within the hour,” said Colesum. “If what 
remains of the army of Karmus is near, we will find it.” 

“Very well. How soon can all the lords of Nezza be ready to march?” 
Rallian asked. 

There was some discussion about how soon the combined armies could 
start moving toward Karmus. Supplies were the main concern, as nobody 
believed there would be much to eat inside Karmus. Though the lords all wanted 
to move as soon as possible, they agreed that most of the army could move 
forward at first light, while a part of the army would remain behind to protect the 
supply wagons that would follow as quickly as possible. 

“Now, my lords, prepare your men to move,” Rallian commanded. “Tonight 
I ask you all join me for our evening meal. At first light, we will free Nezza from 
the evil that has lived in Karmus for too long.” 

There was a great cheer from all those present. Alex thought that if their 
luck held, Nezza would have a new king by morning. Lazar and his army would 
be trapped and unable to cause any more trouble. But what about Magnus? Alex 
knew that Magnus still had at least one plan, even if it was only a plan to escape. 

The lords of the inner kingdoms rode back to their camps, and Rallian led 
the lords of the north back to theirs. Alex rode beside Rallian. The news that 
they would move forward was greeted with many more cheers from the men in 
Rallian’s camp, but Alex did not join in with the cheers. Thoughts about Magnus 
filled his mind, and he racked his brain, trying to think about what Magnus 
would do now. 


Chapter Twenty-Two 


The Black Guard 
~——— 





The armies of Nezza spent the rest of the day preparing to move and 
preparing for a grand feast. A massive tent was set up in front of Rallian’s tent so 
that all the lords of Nezza could sit down and eat with the king that night. Alex 
didn’t think a grand feast was a good idea, but with Rallian being accepted as the 
king, a customary feast was expected. 

As the sun was setting, Alex made his way to the giant tent. It was large 
enough for seventy or eighty people to sit in comfortably, and there would still 
be room for the people serving the food to move without trouble. To help, Alex 
conjured up a few dozen weir lights and placed them inside the tent to keep 
things well lit. 

The feast began with Rallian welcoming his new lords. Alex sat near 
Rallian, but his mind wasn’t on the food. The lords of the inner kingdoms were 
all talking about how things would change now that Rallian was king. They 
talked about trade and the division of lands that had been fought over for years. 
They all seemed to think that Rallian was already crowned and sitting on the 
throne in Karmus, and their talk troubled Alex. 

Lazar still had an army, and Alex didn’t know where that army was. If 
Lazar’s army was already moving, they could cause a lot of trouble before 
Rallian’s army could track them down. Lazar’s army, however, was not Alex’s 
biggest worry. Magnus was still out there, somewhere. Alex knew that Magnus 
was more dangerous than any army Lazar might command, and not knowing 
where the old man was or what he was doing troubled him. 

“Magnus,” Alex said to himself, staring at the food in front of him. 

He thought about what he would do if he were in Magnus’s place. There 
should have been some kind of attack, or some magical barrier to slow Rallian 
down. Magnus had worked for years to keep the kingdoms of Nezza divided and 
fighting, and yet he had done nothing to stop Rallian from becoming king of 
Nezza. It didn’t make any sense, and Alex was worried. 

As the feast went on, Alex slipped out of the tent unnoticed. There was too 
much talking and noise for him to think. As he prowled around the camp, 
Stonebill landed on his shoulder, but the raven had nothing to say. Alex checked 


everything he could think of. He made sure the guards were in place and alert, 
not off celebrating Rallian’s acceptance as king. Everything was as it should 
have been. Finding nothing wrong and unable to come up with any ideas about 
what Magnus might be up to, Alex went to the tent he shared with his adventurer 
friends. 

“Well done,” Virgil said as Alex entered the tent. 

Alex looked to see what Virgil was talking about and smiled when he saw 
Tom next to a large tub of water, practicing his magic. 

“Your student is learning quickly,” Virgil said, looking up at Alex. “I have a 
hard time breaking his rafts apart, unless I manage to hit them directly.” 

“Even then the rafts don’t break apart as they once did,” said Tom with a 
touch of pride. “They move a bit and then come back together.” 

“You are doing well,” said Alex. “Don’t let me interrupt your practice. I just 
need a quiet place to think.” 

“You’ll have a hard time finding anything like a quiet place in this camp,” 
said Virgil. “There are too many happy soldiers and too much work to finish 
before we move in the morning.” 

“At least it is quieter here than outside,” said Alex, sitting down. “Please, 
continue what you were doing. I wouldn’t want to keep Tom from practicing.” 

“We were almost finished. Perhaps we should get some sleep,” said Tom, 
glancing at Virgil. 

“Yes, we should,” Virgil agreed. “We need to relieve Dain and Skeld later 
tonight, so sleep would be a good idea.” 

“Relieve Dain and Skeld?” Alex asked. 

“They are keeping an eye on Rallian,” said Virgil. “With so many new faces 
in the camp, and now that we are so close to Karmus, I thought it best for two of 
us to remain close to the king at all times.” 

“Yes, that is a good idea,” said Alex. “Thank you.” 

“Tt is what you asked us to do,” said Virgil. 

Alex smiled. “I’m glad you all stayed in Nezza to help Rallian, and to help 
me.” 

“Tt is an honor to be of service,” said Virgil. “But now it will be an honor to 
get some sleep.” 

Tom and Alex both laughed. The two adventurers moved to one side of the 
tent, and Alex put out the lights so they could sleep. Alex left only one candle 
burning and sat looking into the flame. His mind was filled with questions, and 
they all came back to why. 


“Why?” Alex whispered to himself. 

Why had Magnus done nothing? Why had he not killed Rallian when he 
had the chance? Why had the serpent let Rallian live? What was Magnus’s plan 
for Nezza? The questions kept coming, but Alex couldn’t find any answers. He 
took a deep breath and remembered what the retired adventurer Savage had said. 

He will have at least three plans, Savage’s voice echoed in Alex’s mind. 
One to defeat you, a second one for his own escape, and a third one that you 
never thought about. 

Leaning back in his chair, Alex closed his eyes. His head hurt and that made 
it hard to think. Magnus might have three plans—he might have even more—but 
knowing that didn’t help. Alex desperately wanted to discover just one plan, the 
one that Magnus was working on now. 

The pain in Alex’s head continued to grow, and then, all at once, he felt 
peaceful. He looked around, realizing he had slipped into a dream. A warm light 
shined from behind him. Ahead of him was the gentle slope of a hill and a low 
stone wall. He was at the edge of the shadowlands, at least in his dream. 

He stood looking down at the wall, trying to find some meaning to his 
dream. For a moment he thought he saw someone just beyond the wall, and then 
he realized there were two people, but Alex couldn’t make out who they were. 
As the figures moved deeper into the shadowlands, Alex felt a mix of sadness 
and joy, but he didn’t know why. 

The dream shifted, and Alex found himself in a dimly lit corridor. Torches 
bumed along the stone walls, but there was nothing to see. He moved forward, 
but the stone walls went on and on, unbroken and unchanging. There was 
something he needed to find, something he desperately wanted. He started to 
run, but running didn’t bring him closer to his goal. 

Finally, when he could run no more, Alex stopped and reached forward. An 
invisible barrier stopped his hand. He pushed against the barrier, and it seemed 
to bend, just as the barrier around the great arch had done. He leaned forward, 
pushing as hard as he could, and slowly the barrier moved. 

Alex continued to push, and, inch by inch, he moved forward. He knew the 
thing he wanted most was just beyond the barrier. If he could only bend it far 
enough, he would find what he was looking for. He struggled for what felt like 
hours, never reaching his goal. He thought one more step would be enough, one 
more step and he would have his answers. He pushed with all his might and then 
fell forward into darkness. 

Alex woke with a start. His candle was still burning, but there wasn’t much 


of it left. He rubbed his eyes and listened. He could hear Virgil snoring softly on 
the other side of the tent, and he let his own eyes close. Almost immediately his 
eyes snapped open again, and he knew something was very wrong. 

“What is it?” Stonebill questioned. 

Alex held up his hand to silence the bird and then placed it over Virgil’s 
mouth before shaking him awake. Virgil looked lost for a moment but regained 
his senses quickly. Alex woke Tom as well, muffling Tom’s yelp of surprise 
when he woke. 

“What is it?” Virgil whispered. 

“Listen,” said Alex. 

“T don’t hear anything,” said Tom. 

“When was the last time you didn’t hear anything at night?” Alex asked. 

“Before we started traveling with the army,” Virgil answered, understanding 
what Alex was telling them. “It is too quiet. Something is wrong.” 

“We need to get to Rallian’s tent as fast as we can without making any 
noise,” said Alex. 

“What do you want me to do?” Stonebill questioned. 

“Search the camp and the land around us,” Alex answered. “Look for 
anyone or anything that is out of place. If we are about to be attacked, it would 
be good to know from which direction the attack is coming.” 

Stonebill flew out of the tent as soon as Alex finished speaking. Alex put 
out the candle and led Virgil and Tom into the darkness. Torches and campfires 
were still burning, filling the spaces between tents with strange shadows. The 
silence pressed in on them, and every move they made sounded far too loud. 
Alex looked at the places where he knew guards had been, but there was no one 
to be seen. 

It only took a minute or two to reach Rallian’s tent, and they all froze in the 
shadows a few yards from the entrance. Someone else was moving toward the 
tent, coming from the opposite direction and moving almost as quietly as they 
were. Alex put his hand on his sword, ready to fight if he needed to. 

In the dim light, Alex could make out the figure of a man in armor, and as 
the man moved toward the tent, Alex recognized him. It was Colesum, Talbot’s 
oldest son, and he wasn’t alone. 

Moving forward into the torchlight, Alex found a spot where Colesum 
could see him. He held up his hand to keep Colesum from calling out, and then 
pointed at his eyes and waved his hand at the tents around them. It took a 
moment before Colesum understood what Alex was asking: Had he seen anyone 


in the surrounding tents? Colesum shook his head and pointed at Rallian’s tent. 
Alex nodded and moved forward, Virgil and Tom right behind him. 

A low moan came from inside Rallian’s tent as Alex and Colesum reached 
to pull back the flaps that covered the entrance. They both rushed forward at the 
sound, and what they found made Alex’s heart stop. Bodies covered the floor of 
the tent. 

“Father!” Colesum cried out, rushing forward. 

“Skeld!” Virgil yelled at the same moment, pushing past Alex. 

Alex’s head spun, his brain unable to take in what he was seeing. He caught 
hold of a tent pole to keep himself from falling and closed his eyes to block 
everything out. 

Control yourself, Alex thought. There’s work to be done, and you need to 
control your emotions. 

Pushing away from the tent pole, Alex went to Lord Talbot. Talbot had been 
lying across one of the tables as if he were dead, but he let out a groan of pain as 
his son moved him to a chair. 

“The others,” Talbot mumbled in a weak voice. “They need your help.” 

There was a rough-looking wound on one side of Talbot’s head, but no 
other obvious injuries so Alex moved to Skeld. Virgil had propped up his cousin 
and pulled open his shirt to reveal a wide gash in Skeld’s side. Blood was still 
gushing out of the wound, and Alex knew he only had seconds to act. 

Alex put his hand over Skeld’s wound and set his magic to work. His hand 
seemed to glow for a moment, and Skeld let out a gasp of pain. For a few 
seconds, Alex kept his hand in place, and when he took it away, the gash in 
Skeld’s side was only a dark red line. 

“They were only shadows,” Skeld mumbled. “We couldn’t see them until 
they came in here, into the light. 

“Where is Dain?” Alex asked. 

“Here,” Tom answered from the opposite side of the tent. “He. . . I don’t 
... I can’t...” 

Tom’s halting words were clear to Alex. He knew before he saw his friend 
that there was nothing he could do. Tom was sitting on the floor, holding up the 
dwarf and staring into his vacant face. Alex reached down and closed Dain’s 
eyes, careful to avoid the arrows buried in his chest. 

“He’s gone,” Alex said, putting his hand on Tom’s shoulder. “There is 
nothing we can do for him now.” 

“My father is badly hurt,” Colesum said, looking at Alex. “You must help 


” 


him. 

“Pm not important,” Talbot said in a weak voice. “They’ve taken Rallian. 
You must go after them. You must save the king.” 

“We will,” said Alex, moving back to Talbot. 

Alex ran his fingers across Talbot’s head wound, and slowly the blood 
stopped flowing. He let his magic do its work, and then he added more magic to 
help clear Talbot’s mind. He needed to know what had happened, and Talbot was 
the only one who could tell him. 

“Check the other lords,” Alex said to Colesum, though his eyes never left 
Talbot’s face. “Make sure they are not hurt.” 

“They would all be dead—and myself as well—if not for these two 
adventurers,” Talbot said. 

“Tell me what happened,” Alex said. “I need to know everything you saw.” 

“I... I was in the back of the tent, resting,” Talbot started. “My head was 
pounding, and I was lying down to ease the pain. I heard a crash, as if a table had 
been overturned, and I came to see what had happened.” 

“The others appear unhurt,” Colesum interrupted when his father paused. 
“Drugged, I would guess. They appear to sleep, but they won’t wake up.” 

“Yes, drugged,” Talbot said. He coughed a little, and then went on with his 
story. “I heard the sounds of battle before I entered this part of the tent. I drew 
my sword and hurried forward. I found the tent filled with black guards. The two 
adventurers were fighting madly for their lives and trying to keep them from 
taking Rallian at the same time. I. . . I joined the fight, but I was unable to turn 
the tide of battle. There were too many of them, and they took the king as they 
retreated.” 

“Was Rallian alive?” Alex asked urgently. “Do you know if he was alive 
when they took him?” 

“He seemed to be unconscious, but they had tied his hands behind him,” 
Talbot answered. “You do not take time to tie up a dead man.” 

“We must go at once,” said Alex. 

“Go? Go where?” Colesum questioned. 

“After Rallian,” Alex answered. “How many men do you have with you, 
Colesum?” 

“Twenty,” Colesum answered. “We were scouting the road to Karmus, and 
finding no guards on duty when we returned, we hurried here.” 

“Have your men saddle fresh horses,” Alex ordered. “We need to move as 
fast as we can.” 


“But how will we find them in the darkness?” Colesum questioned. “They 
could be taking him anywhere. We need to consider our camp. It appears that all 
our men have been drugged. If Lazar’s army attacks us now, they could slaughter 
us all.” 

“Do as the wizard commands,” Talbot said, putting his hand on Colesum’s 
arm. “Go, and save our king, whatever the cost.” 

“T hear and obey,” Colesum answered with tears in his eyes. 

Alex doubted Lazar’s army would attack their camp, but he still didn’t want 
to leave Talbot injured and alone. 

“Of your twenty men, how many are married?” Alex asked. 

“About half,” Colesum answered. 

“Leave the married men here to help your father,” said Alex. “Have them 
splash fresh water on the faces of everyone who’s been drugged. If that doesn’t 
work, force the sleeping men to drink.” 

“That will only leave twelve of us to go after Rallian,” Colesum said in a 
concerned tone. 

“Thirteen,” Virgil corrected. 

“You mean fourteen,” said Tom. 

“I can ride,” Skeld mumbled from the floor. 

“Lie still and rest,” Alex said to Skeld. “If you break open that wound, PI 
let you bleed to death.” 

Stonebill swooped into the tent and landed on the table next to Alex. 

“Only part of the army has been drugged,” Stonebill reported. “And only 
those soldiers camped closest to Rallian’s tent. The rest of the army is resting, 
the guards alert. Lazar’s army isn’t anywhere close, but I did see a group of men 
who looked more like shadows then men. Rallian was with them, and they are 
riding hard toward Karmus.” 

“Then we will follow them,’ 
road?” 

“Tt will take some time, but I believe I can,” Stonebill answered. 

“Then go after them, follow them, and bring me word about where they 
take Rallian,” said Alex. 

“As you command,” Stonebill replied and flew out of the tent. 

“What news?” Colesum questioned. 

Alex shared the information Stonebill had brought. The others were 
relieved to hear that most of the army had not been drugged and that there was 
no sign of Lazar’s army. 
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said Alex. “Can you catch them along the 


“I will get the army moving as soon as I can,” said Talbot. “With luck, we 
should be able to get at least part of the army to Karmus before midday.” 

“Good,” said Alex. “You must save the people of Karmus, as Rallian 
wished.” 

Alex wondered if he was doing the right thing. He didn’t know why 
Magnus had arranged for Rallian to be taken. He had no idea what he was about 
to ride into. He was certain, however, that it would be dangerous. Magnus would 
guess that he would come looking for Rallian; Magnus would be ready and 
waiting. 

“What did Skeld mean when he said the black guards were only shadows?” 
Virgil asked as they hurried out of the tent. “Was it because they couldn’t see 
them until they were in the light?” 

“T would guess that Magnus put some spell on them,” Alex answered. 
“Something to hide his men in the shadows so they could sneak up on the guards 
without being seen.” 

“His men?” Colesum questioned. 

“The black guards may claim to serve Lazar, but they really serve Magnus,” 
said Alex. 

“There are still a lot of shadows,” said Virgil, looking into the darkness 
around them. “If they are hidden by magic, there could be more of them, 
anywhere.” 

“The men who took Rallian are riding south, to Karmus,” said Alex. 
“Whatever Magnus has planned, it will happen in Karmus.” 

“What do you think he has planned?” Colesum asked as he climbed onto 
his horse. 

“T don’t know,” Alex answered, climbing into his own saddle. “But 
whatever his plans are, we are the only ones who can stop him.” 

“Men,” Colesum shouted, wheeling his horse around to face the company. 
“Our king is in peril, and we few are his only hope. I call upon you to ride now 
with me, to save the king or to die in the attempt. For the king!” 

“For the king!” came the reply. 

Without waiting for Alex, Colesum spurred his horse forward, galloping 
away from the camp. Alex caught up to him and fell in beside him. They rode 
for several minutes before Colesum spoke. 

“Magnus could have two or three hundred of his black guards waiting for 
us. Do you have a plan to deal with them?” 

Alex didn’t answer. Only two thoughts filled his mind: save Rallian, and 


destroy Magnus. Nothing else in all of Nezza mattered. 


Chapter Twenty-Three 
Magnus and Rallian 
~—— 





As Alex rode into the darkness, his brain started to ask questions. What 
game was Magnus playing? Did he plan to hold Rallian hostage, to use the king 
to hold off the armies of Nezza? Did he already know that the lords of the inner 
kingdoms had sworn allegiance to Rallian? Where was Lazar, and where was his 
army? Answers did not come, but a different idea came into his mind. 

I will take my other form, Alex thought. I will become the dragon. I can 
catch the men who have taken Rallian before they reach Karmus. I can free 
Rallian and then fly to Karmus and destroy Magnus. 

No, his O’Gash answered. Your dragon form cannot help you now. 

Why? Alex questioned. 

Nezza needs heroes—heroes who are from this land. The men you ride with 
will become those heroes, and Nezza will be a better place because of them, his 
O’Gash answered. 

Alex didn’t like it, but he knew his O’Gash was right. Nezza needed heroes. 
If he did everything, if he saved the king and destroyed Magnus, what would 
Nezza have? They would have a king, and they might have peace, but the king 
would only rule because a wizard had put him on the throne. The peace would 
not last once Alex left Nezza. He had to let others do their part. He had to help 
them become heroes, even if that meant Rallian would not live long enough to 
be crowned as king. 

Being a wizard is never easy, his O’Gash whispered, and said no more. 

The ride to Karmus was both too long and too short for Alex. He wanted 
more speed, but at the same time he feared what they would find when they 
reached the city. The coming day seemed to echo his dark thoughts: the eastern 
skies turned bloodred as the sun started to rise. 

“The city gates are open and unguarded,” Colesum commented as the 
company slowed their horses. 

“That can only mean Lazar’s army is not guarding the city,” Virgil said 
from behind Colesum. 

Stonebill came flying through the open gate, landing on Alex’s shoulder. 
“They have taken Rallian to a massive building on the south end of the island 


fortress. There are no guards between you and the building, and I have seen no 
sign of Lazar’s army,” the raven reported. 

“A massive building on the south end of the island?” Alex questioned, 
looking at Colesum. 

“He must mean the halls of the dead,” said Colesum. “It is the burial place 
of the ancient kings of Nezza. Why would Magnus take Rallian there?” 

“T don’t know,” Alex answered. “Not for anything good, I’m sure.” 

“What more can I do?” Stonebill questioned. 

“See if you can discover where Lazar’s army has gone,” said Alex. “Search 
the lands near Rallian’s army first. If you find anything, take word to Hathnor. 
He is an elf friend; make him understand you if the army is in danger.” 

“Tt won’t be easy, but if there is danger I will make him understand,” 
Stonebill said and took flight once more. 

“There are no guards between us and the halls of the dead,” said Alex. “But 
I have no idea what we’ll find inside the ancient building.” 

“Then we’d better go and look,” said Colesum, starting his horse forward. 

The city appeared to be empty. There were no people to be seen, no smell of 
smoke in the air, and no sounds but the echoes from their horse’s hooves. Alex 
knew that the city was not empty. He could feel the emotions of the people who 
were hidden in their homes. Fear and despair had driven all hope from Karmus, 
and Alex struggled to keep his own hopes up. 

The company made their way onto the island fortress without any trouble. 
They rode up the hill at the center of the island before turning south and riding 
back down. Alex discovered that the entire south end of the island was a 
graveyard, filled with house-sized crypts and giant gravestones. One building, 
however, stood out. It was, as Stonebill had said, massive. 

“The tomb of the ancient kings,” said Colesum as they approached the 
building. “It holds the remains of more than a hundred true kings of Nezza. It 
has not been opened for nearly five hundred years.” 

“Tt’s open now,” said Alex, pointing to two giant doors that were only just 
hanging in place. It looked as if some great force had hit them, crushing them 
into the building and then roughly pulling them out again. 

Colesum’s face flushed red at the sight, and he hurried forward and 
dismounted. “Magnus holds nothing sacred,” he said. “For this act alone, he 
should be put to death.” 

Alex moved toward the doors and looked inside. There were no torches or 
lamps in the entrance hall, but the high windows in the walls allowed light in. 


The light reflected off a polished marble floor, and everything seemed to glow as 
red as the sunrise. 

Alex moved into the building with the others, and they soon found a path 
they could follow. Torches had been lit along one of the walls, and following the 
torches was the only guide they had. They moved forward with caution, 
expecting an attack at any moment. No attack came, though, and they continued 
deeper into the building. Soon they were beyond the reflected sunlight, and only 
the flickering torches showed them the way. They were led to a wide set of stairs 
leading down, and Alex gave Colesum a questioning look. 

“There are many levels under this building,” Colesum whispered. “I don’t 
know how many there are or where they lead. It is said that the ancient kings are 
buried in separate chambers under the island. The tunnels might even go under 
the river and the rest of the city as well.” 

Alex nodded and started down the steps. He felt sure this was a trap, but 
there was nothing he could do about it. They had to find Rallian, whatever the 
cost. He shifted his staff to his left hand and stretched the fingers of his right. He 
thought about drawing his sword but decided to wait. 

They went down two sets of stairs, and then the torches led them down a 
wide hallway. The air was cold, and a slight breeze blew into their faces. After 
about fifty yards, the hallway seemed to vanish from sight as it dropped down a 
steep ramp. The bottom of the ramp was completely dark. 

“Be ready,” Alex whispered as he moved toward the darkness. 

The ramped ended in what appeared to be a chamber with a single torch on 
the far side. Alex was about halfway across the dark chamber when he felt 
something move. Without hesitating, he ignited the end of his staff and at the 
same time conjured a dozen weir lights. 

His magical lights spread out around the chamber, revealing the chamber to 
be a giant circle with several passageways leading out of it. Shadows suddenly 
appeared, some in the middle of the hall, others moving out of the side passages. 

“Into the passage!” Colesum yelled. 

Alex ran forward with Colesum, stopping when he was several yards into 
the passageway. He turned and looked back, checking to see who was still with 
him. Five of Colesum’s men were fighting black guards at the edge of the round 
chamber, slowly backing into the passage. Colesum was standing behind them, 
but there was no sign of the others. 

“Virgil! Tom!” Alex shouted, moving back toward the main chamber. 

“T think they are in the hallway we came down,” said Colesum, catching 


Alex before he could go too far. 

“Then we go back,” said Alex, reaching for his sword. 

“No,” said Colesum, grabbing Alex’s arm. “We must get to Rallian.” 

“But...” Alex started and stopped. 

Colesum was right and Alex knew it. He couldn’t fight his way back to the 
others and save Rallian at the same time. There were too many black guards in 
the chamber, and probably many more in the other passageways. 

“You are the only one who has a chance to defeat Magnus,” Colesum said 
to Alex. “Go, and save the king. We will hold them here as long as we can. We 
will guard your back.” 

Alex nodded his acceptance of what had to be and turned away from the 
chamber. He would go on alone, hoping against all hope that his friends would 
be able to hold back the guards. He would do whatever he had to do to save the 
king of Nezza. 

Alex moved down the dim hallway, feeling like he was trapped in a terrible 
dream. He couldn’t help his friends, and he didn’t know what new danger 
awaited him. The torches continued to lead him, and after what felt like a long 
time, the floor dropped away once more. He moved forward but stopped a few 
feet away from the edge where the floor dropped. 

A strange cobweb-like magic hung in the air in front of Alex. He focused 
his mind on this new magic, and after a moment, he understood what it was. It 
was a spell of suggestion and control. The magic would give Magnus some 
control over anyone who walked through it, and it would also make anything he 
said sound more reasonable than it normally would. 

If I let this spell take me, if I can make Magnus believe he has the upper 
hand, I might be able to discover more about the Brotherhood he works for, Alex 
thought. 

A risk, Alex’s O’Gash warned. You don’t know how strong Magnus’s magic 
is. 

Some risks are worth taking. If I can discover more about the Brotherhood, 
if I can learn who is part of it or who is controlling it, I might be able to stop 
them. I can save other lands from what Nezza is going through now, Alex 
reasoned. 

Would you gamble with the lives of your friends—with your own life? his 
O’Gash questioned. 

If the Brotherhood isn’t stopped, none of the known lands will ever be safe, 
Alex pointed out. 


Then protect yourself as much as you can before walking into this trap, his 
O’Gash answered. 

In the dim passageway, Alex worked his magic. He pulled all the wizardly 
magic he could inward, wrapping it up inside his mind to protect his thoughts 
from Magnus. With his first barrier in place, Alex did something more. He 
remembered the fear he had felt in the dungeons of Karmus, the magic Magnus 
had used that had almost destroyed him. Calling on the power of the dragon, he 
created a second barrier around his emotions and his heart. He put his emotions 
in the care of the dragon, and then he stepped into Magnus’s trap. 

Alex hardly noticed Magnus’s magic as he moved forward. He walked 
down the slope, all his senses alert, and found himself at the edge of another 
round chamber. This chamber was much larger than the last. The ceiling was a 
high dome, and there were no passageways leading out of the room except the 
one he had just come down. Torches were lit all along the walls of the chamber, 
and there were candles burning everywhere, filling the room with light. 

Alex saw Rallian as soon as he entered the chamber. Rallian was tied up 
and gagged, lying on the floor near the wall to Alex’s left. He wasn’t quite 
halfway across the room, and it looked like he was still drugged. There was a 
pale green light around Rallian, like the light that had been around the lockbox 
in Magnus’s rooms. Alex took a few steps toward Rallian and stopped, his staff 
up, ready for battle. 

“You’ll not need that, at least not yet,” said Magnus, appearing from the 
other side of the room. 

“PII decide what I need and when,” Alex answered, shifting his position to 
put himself between Magnus and Rallian. 

“Yes, of course you will,” said Magnus with a smile. “I thought we might 
talk a little before things get out of hand, that’s all.” 

“Talk?” said Alex. “I have little to say to you, Magnus. I am here to call you 
to account for your evils, and to save the true king of Nezza from whatever fate 
you have planned for him.” 

“Save him?” Magnus laughed. “What terrible fate do you think I have 
planned for the young king?” 

“T don’t know, but I know you need him alive,” Alex answered. “I won’t 
allow you to make him your puppet, Magnus.” 

“My puppet?” Magnus repeated. “Oh, no, nothing like that would do for the 
true king of Nezza.” 

“You said you wanted to talk, so talk,” said Alex, shifting closer to Rallian. 


“Put down your staff, young wizard. Put down your staff, and I will 
enlighten you,” said Magnus, his voice calm and soothing. 

Alex felt his left arm drop to his side. He didn’t try to fight Magnus’s 
magic; he let it work while at the same time putting his own magic to work. His 
magic touched the edges of Magnus’s mind, slowly, gently asking questions, 
looking for the answers that only Magnus could give him. 

“Relax,” Magnus’s voice said. “The knowledge I’m about to give you will 
change the way you see the world.” 

Who belongs to the Brotherhood? Alex thought. Who is Gaylan, and what 
part does he play? 

Alex’s staff clattered to the floor. He felt like he was falling asleep, but this 
wasn’t sleep, it was better than sleep. Slowly he dropped to one knee, his head 
lowered and his eyes closed. 

“T don’t know what the council of wizards has told you about us, but I’m 
sure they have lied,” Magnus went on. “They don’t agree with what we are 
trying to do. They don’t want things to change in the known lands.” 

“The council doesn’t know who or what the Brotherhood is,” said Alex. 
“They don’t know what you are doing, or why you are doing it.” 

Who belongs to your group? Who does Gaylan work for? Alex’s thoughts 
pressed into Magnus’s mind. 

“Don’t be a fool. Of course they know what we are doing and why,” said 
Magnus. “They love to be thought of as wise. They love the praise of men and 
dwarves and even elves—but what do they do to deserve that praise? When 
trouble comes, they say, ‘Yes, we thought this would happen,’ but what did they 
do to stop it from happening?” 

“They do what they can,” said Alex, his voice a whisper. “They try to 
protect the known lands from evil.” 

“Ha!” Magnus laughed. “They protect themselves and do as little as they 
can. They hide their power and allow lesser, weaker men to lead. That is what 
we are fighting against. We are tired of watching the destruction and waste that 
weak leaders bring to the known lands. We can put an end to this foolishness. 
We are working for a greater good, if only you could see that.” 

“I... I don’t understand,” said Alex. 

Who is Gaylan? What does he look like? Who does he serve? 

An image flashed in Alex’s mind of a face that had once been handsome but 
now the left eye was half closed by a scar that ran from his eyebrow halfway 
down his cheek and then turned sharply back toward his ear. The image’s right 


eye was dark and cunning, but the left eye was milky white and cold. 

“We, and I include you in this, have been given power,” said Magnus. “It is 
our duty to use that power, not to gain the praise of men and dwarves, but to use 
it for the greater good. We must use it to take control, to create order in the 
known lands. What good is power if it is not used? What good comes from 
replacing foolish kings with new kings who are just as foolish as those who 
came before them?” 

A new vision flooded into Alex’s mind, a vision of the future that Magnus 
had planned for Nezza. The kingdoms of men were united and there was peace, 
but preparations for war continued. Everything in this new, united kingdom was 
done with war in mind. The army would grow larger and stronger, and in time, it 
would march to the east. 

In the far east of Nezza were the dwarf realms. Magnus’s armies would 
enslave the dwarves, and they would serve in the war machine he was planning 
to build. Individuals did not matter, only the greater good mattered—and the 
greater good was centered in war. When Nezza was fully under the control of the 
Brotherhood, the armies would march to other lands, spreading like a cancer. 

“The greater good,” said Alex, his voice slightly stronger than it had been. 

Alex had heard things like this before. “The greater good” was just a 
twisting of words, something to make evil sound good and noble. The real 
meaning was simple. Those with power should rule; those with power should 
force the people to obey. It was the Brotherhood’s plan to rule the known lands, 
not for some greater good as they claimed, but simply for the sake of power. 

“Tom, no!” a distant voice called. 

Alex’s eyes snapped open, and his left hand closed around his staff. His 
head slowly turned to the left, and he saw Tom trying to use his own magic to 
free Rallian from the ball of green light that surrounded him. Alex couldn’t find 
the strength to move, and he couldn’t look away. The green light shifted like a 
living thing, pulling back from Tom’s magic and then slamming forward into 
Tom’s chest. 

“Fool,” Magnus said to Tom. “You should not interfere with things that are 
beyond you.” 

Alex’s right hand curled into a fist. His mind cleared as Magnus’s magic 
slipped away, and then the rage of the dragon filled him. In one quick movement, 
Alex stood up, his right arm coming up so sharply that his fist slammed into 
Magnus’s chin. The old man stumbled backward a few steps and then fell down 
hard. Magnus’s eyes were glassy, and it looked like he was about to pass out. 


The stunned look on Magnus’s face told Alex that being punched was one thing 
he had never expected to happen. 

Alex turned to his left, looking for Tom. Virgil was there as well, holding 
Tom up and looking almost as surprised as Magnus did. Colesum was standing 
just inside the room, his sword in his hand. 

“Get Rallian and Tom out of here,” Alex ordered. “Get all of the men out of 
this crypt.” 

Alex didn’t wait to see if Virgil and Colesum obeyed. He turned his full 
attention to Magnus. The magic he had used to pry into Magnus’s thoughts was 
still there, and now Alex put all of his power into that magic, squeezing 
Magnus’s mind like an orange. 

“What was your plan for Rallian?” Alex demanded. “What evil magic were 
you going to work?” 

“We... we were going to take his body,” Magnus answered with a shudder. 
“Tt was a spell of great power, some ancient dark magic I don’t understand. It 
would rip his soul from his body and allow us to replace it with mine. I would 
become the king of Nezza, and our plans could move forward.” 

““We’?” Alex questioned. “Who are you working for?” 

“Gaylan was going to assist me,” said Magnus. “I don’t know the magic, 
but he does.” 

“When is Gaylan coming, and how?” 

“He should be here now. The portal, I—” 

“Portal? What portal?” 

Alex’s eyes scanned the chamber, but there was no magic to be seen. The 
dark magic Magnus was talking about would need to be done in a place of death, 
a cemetery, which explained why Magnus had brought Rallian here. 

Magnus shook his head and tried to fight off Alex’s magic. He sent a weak 
lightning bolt toward Alex. Alex deflected it with his staff, but the magic had 
done its job. Magnus had distracted Alex long enough for the magical portal to 
start opening. 

Alex had never created a magical portal, but he did know something about 
them. They connected two places together, creating a passageway that could be 
used to move from one distant place to another. If Gaylan used this portal, then 
Alex was about to be outnumbered. He couldn’t let that happen, not if he wanted 
to stay alive. Gaylan, Alex was sure, would be a much more dangerous foe than 
Magnus was. 

As the portal opened, Alex sent a wave of dragon fire into it. He hoped the 


magic would stop Gaylan from entering Nezza, and he also hoped the magic that 
held the portal open would be weakened by his spell. If he could throw enough 
power into it, the portal would fall apart and close. 

“Yah!” Magnus screamed, charging toward Alex with an ancient spear in 
his hands. 

Alex knocked the spear away with his staff, then sidestepped Magnus. He 
managed to kick out and trip the old man as he rushed by. Magnus tumbled 
across the floor, and Alex turned back to the portal to let loose another wave of 
dragon fire. 

This time, the fire stopped at the edge of the portal and then bounced back 
into the room. Alex managed to turn the flames back toward the portal, blocking 
this side of the passageway, at least for now. 

Hot wax splattered across Alex’s hand as something flew past his head. He 
turned to see Magnus snatching up candles to throw at him. The old man’s face 
was almost purple with rage, and it seemed he’d forgotten how to use his magic. 

Alex pushed out his right hand, and his magic sent Magnus crashing into 
the wall. 

He turned back to the portal just as a ball of blue light came flying out of it. 
The ball hit him squarely in the chest, forcing him to take a few steps back. The 
true silver chain mail he wore kept magic from doing any real harm to him, but 
Alex still felt like every hair on his head was standing straight up. 

The spell spun around his body for a moment, then bolts of blue lightning 
suddenly flew off the chain mail in every direction. 

Alex dropped to the floor as the lightning struck the walls and ceiling. 
Deadly bits of shattered stone filled the air and bounced wildly around the room. 
Alex jumped up and sent a freezing spell into the portal, then a ball of fire, and 
then a lightning bolt. He sent more power into the dragon fire that still burned in 
front of the portal. Then he turned to look for Magnus. 

The old wizard was not on the floor where Alex thought he would be. 
Instead Magnus was crouched like a cat close to the flames and the portal. His 
face was twisted with rage and hate, but his eyes were fixed on the portal. The 
magic of the portal was falling apart; the opening was starting to close. 

“You may have won today, wizard, but I swear that one day I’ll have my 
revenge,” Magnus yelled. 

Before Alex could stop him, Magnus leaped forward, diving headfirst into 
the shrinking portal. Unwilling to let Magnus escape, Alex threw his right hand 
out as if he held a whip. A rope of flame wrapped around Magnus’s left leg, 


stopping him halfway through the portal. Alex pulled on the flaming rope with 
all his strength, trying to drag Magnus back into Nezza. 

Suddenly, a different power took hold of Magnus from the other side of the 
portal. Alex could feel a power trying to pull the old wizard away. The strange 
magical tug-of-war lasted for only a few seconds, Magnus’s body moving in and 
out of the portal as each side pulled hard. Then a surge of power pulled Magnus 
almost all the way through the magic passageway. Alex’s rope of flame was 
snuffed out. A strangely muffled, echoing scream of pain filled the room but 
stopped as the portal snapped shut. 

Alex stared at where the portal had been. There was no trace of magic now, 
and no way for Alex to know where Magnus had gone. Magnus’s lower left leg 
and foot remained in Nezza, sticking out of the wall at an odd angle. Alex lifted 
his staff and tapped the boot that had been left behind. The leg and boot turned to 
dust, crumbling and leaving no trace of the old man they had belonged to. 

Dropping to the floor, Alex wiped his face on his sleeve. He was tired and 
sore, and nothing sounded better than lying down and going to sleep. 

What about the others? Alex’s O’Gash questioned. 

Alex jumped up, his desire to sleep vanishing as his mind filled with new 
worries. Tom had been hit by Magnus’s spell, and Alex had no idea what that 
spell had done. How had Virgil and Tom found him? Had they fought through all 
of the black guards in the first chamber? Was Rallian all right? Was Nezza in 
danger of losing its new king? 

Alex started to run, but running wasn’t fast enough. He changed midstep 
into a raven and flew down the passageway that would lead him out of the crypt. 
The torches still burned to show the way, but now the floor was littered with the 
bodies of dead men. Most of the dead looked like black guards, but Alex didn’t 
take the time to check. He flew though the tunnels, looking for the living, 
looking for his friends. He found them just outside the doors to the crypt. 

“We have to go back,” Rallian said hotly. 

“He said to get everyone out,” Colesum answered. 

“We can’t just leave him there alone,” said Rallian. “There might still be 
black guards lurking in the passages. Magnus may have some deadly trap that 
Alex doesn’t know anything about.” 

“Or Magnus may no longer be in Nezza,” said Alex, taking his own shape 
in front of Rallian. 

“Alex!” Rallian shouted in surprise. “Thank goodness, I thought, well, I 
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“Pm fine, and Magnus is no longer in this land. You appear to have 
recovered as well, but where are Virgil and Tom?” 

“Here,” called Virgil from behind Colesum. “Quickly, Alex. It’s Tom—he’s 
... I think he’s dying.” 

Alex almost knocked down Colesum in his rush to get to Tom. Virgil was 
kneeling next to Tom, holding his hand and trying to get him to talk. Tom didn’t 
move, his eyes closed and his face calm. Alex put his hand on Tom’s forehead 
and a groan escaped him. Tom’s skin was already growing cold. Alex didn’t 
know how much he could do for his friend. 

“The spell seemed only to stun him at first,” said Virgil. “He could almost 
walk, and he could talk, but...” 

“Tt’s draining his life away,” said Alex. “I must go to him.” 

“Go?” Rallian questioned from behind Alex. 

Alex didn’t answer. He took Tom’s hand in his own, quietly working the 
magic that would take him to the shadowlands. Almost before he’d finished 
saying the words, Alex found himself standing on the shaded hill looking down 
into the land of shadows. Tom was only a few feet away, a confused, lost look on 
his face. 

“Tom,” said Alex, moving closer. 

“I... I don’t understand,” said Tom. 

“What don’t you understand?” 

“When I was here before, when you brought me here the first time, I saw 
him,” Tom answered. “I’m sorry I lied to you, but he was so close. He was just 
beyond the wall, waiting for me. Now the land is empty. He isn’t there 
anymore.” 

“Who isn’t there?” Alex asked, knowing already who Tom was looking for. 

“Richard,” said Tom. “I... I thought that . . . I don’t know what I thought.” 

“You thought your time to cross the wall was close and that your brother 
would come to lead you into the shadowlands,” said Alex. 

“Yes.” 

“Now you feel betrayed, lost, because your brother is not there,” Alex went 
on. 

Tears ran down Tom’s face, and he had lost the ability to say anything. 

“Tt is not your time, Tom,” said Alex. “Come back to the world of light. 
There are things you still need to learn and work that only you can do.” 

Tom let Alex turn him around and lead him up the hill toward the light. 

After a few minutes, Alex found himself kneeling beside Tom. He could 


feel the warmth returning to Tom’s hand, and he gently laid that hand on Tom’s 
chest. 

“Ts he gone?” Virgil asked in a troubled voice. 

“He is not,” said Alex. “He will sleep for now, and he will recover in time.” 

“Then you have done myself and my company another great service,” said 
Virgil. 

“Tt was not his time,” Alex answered as he stood up. “Now, what else 
remains to be done?” 

“Nothing remains to be done,” Colesum answered. “We are victorious.” 

“How did you defeat the black guards?” Alex questioned. For the first time, 
he looked around to see how many of Colesum’s men had survived, and he was 
surprised to see hundreds of soldiers in the street. “Where did all these men 
come from?” 

“My father,” said Colesum. “He understood the trouble we were riding into 
and was quick to send help.” 

“And a good thing he did,” said Virgil. “When we were divided in the first 
chamber, things looked bad. The group I was with was pushed back almost to the 
doors of this building.” 

“These men are from the armies of the inner kingdoms,” said Rallian. 
“They answered Lord Talbot’s call and arrived just in time.” 

“Very well,” said Alex, leaning on his staff. “If we are all safe, and if the 
city is under the king’s control, then there is something I really need to do.” 

“What is that?” Rallian questioned. 

“Rest,” Alex answered with a weak smile. “I am tired beyond words.” 

“If anyone deserves to rest, it is you,” said Rallian. “But I have to ask— 
what happened to Magnus? You said he was no longer in this land, but what did 
you mean? Have you destroyed him? Did he escape?” 

“I was not able to destroy him as I had planned to do—well, not all of him 
anyway,” Alex answered with a slight laugh. His friends looked confused, and it 
took Alex some time to explain exactly what had happened to Magnus. 

“So he is free to return to Nezza if he wishes,” said Rallian when Alex had 
finished. 

“I don’t believe he will return to this land,” said Alex. “In fact, I think he is 
facing a far harsher punishment than anything I had planned.” 

“How so?” Colesum questioned. 

“He was working with people outside of Nezza,” said Alex. “If I’m right, 
those people will not be pleased when they learn of Magnus’s failure here. I 


think they will make him suffer a worse fate than simply being destroyed.” 

“He deserves whatever they do to him,” said Rallian. 

“Perhaps he does,” said Alex. “And now, if there are no other questions that 
can’t wait, I would really like to rest.” 


Chapter Twenty-Four 
Home Again 
— 


Alex felt a great deal better when he woke up. He was alone in a tent, and 
after a bit of painful stretching, he’d managed to pull on his boots. He stepped 
out of the tent into the morning sunlight and found Talus, the captain of 
Shelnor’s guards, waiting for him. 

“My lord, I trust that you are well rested,” said Talus, bowing deeply. 

“I am,” said Alex, returning the bow. “How do things stand in Karmus?” 

“Very well, and very busy,” said Talus. “The king has been sending 
messengers in all directions since last night. He has also sent out scouts, hoping 
to discover where Lazar and the rest of his army have gone.” 

“The king is wise,” said Alex. “Do you think he has time to talk with me?” 

“I believe he would make time for you even if the city was burning around 
him,” said Talus with a smile. “In fact, he asked me to see if you were awake and 
invite you to join him for breakfast.” 

“Then lead me to the king, most noble Talus, as I am very much awake and 
also very hungry,” said Alex. 

Talus laughed and led Alex through the massive camp to Rallian’s tent. 
Alex was happy to find Virgil and most of the lords of Nezza already there, 
waiting for Rallian to appear. Talus led him to the chair to the left of Rallian’s, 
then bowed and hurried away. 

“Alex,” Rallian almost shouted as he entered the tent. “I mean, Master 
Taylor. I wasn’t sure you would be up and about so quickly after your battle with 
Magnus.” 

“T am rested and restored to full health,” said Alex, bowing to the king. 

“I know some of what happened in the tombs,” said Rallian, taking his seat. 
“Tt appears that all of Nezza is deeply in your debt. I know that my own debt to 
you may never be repaid.” 

“T am happy to have served,” said Alex. “I am also glad I was near in your 
hour of need.” 

“My hour of need,” Rallian repeated with a laugh. “You make it sound like 
a story, a great legend of heroes and dark villains fighting to save the world.” 

“Was it not so?” Alex questioned with a smile. “Did not all the heroes of 


Nezza, and even some heroes from distant lands, come to the aid of the true king 
in his time of need?” 

“Yes, yes, I suppose they did,” said Rallian, his smile fading. “And sadly, 
many of those heroes fell and are no longer with us.” 

“Yes, that is so,” Alex agreed. “That is the one part of the legends I wish 
was not true.” 

“The fallen heroes will be remembered,” said Rallian in a serious tone. “But 
now the living need something to eat.” 

“Your wisdom is great,” said Alex, bowing. 

Rallian smiled and clapped his hands. Trays of food were brought into the 
tent, and without ceremony, they all started to eat. Alex could see that everyone 
in the tent was happy, but their mood was not overly cheerful. There was still the 
question of Lazar’s army, and it appeared that everyone knew it. 

The camp was busy that day. More soldiers were arriving, more scouts were 
sent out to search for Lazar, and there were many things about the city of 
Karmus that needed to be discussed. Personally, Alex didn’t have much to do, so 
he spent most of the day with Skeld, Tom, and Virgil. 

Skeld was still sore from his wound, and both he and Tom were weak. The 
two seemed to take turns dozing off while Alex and Virgil talked. Colesum and 
Hathnor joined them that afternoon, but they said there was no news of Lazar’s 
army and that it would be several weeks before Rallian’s messages to distant 
kingdoms could be answered. 

“T think most of the kingdoms will accept Rallian as king,” Colesum said in 
a hopeful tone. 

“With all that has happened, I can’t see any of them denying his claim as 
king,” said Hathnor. 

“Lazar will,” said Alex. “He will never surrender to Rallian. I wish we 
knew where he is and what he is up to.” 

“Lazar will turn up soon enough,” said Colesum. “Our scouts will discover 
him, and the royal army will deal with him and whatever is left of his army.” 

“Royal army?” Virgil questioned. 

“As all the lords have sworn allegiance to Rallian,” said Hathnor, “all the 
armies have been combined into one royal army.” 

“With Rallian as king, the lords have no need to keep private armies,” said 
Colesum. “I thought it would take longer for them to all agree, but King Rallian 
has convinced them. The lords will have some power to command the men 
posted in their lands, but only Rallian can command all of the army.” 


The four of them left Tom and Skeld to rest and made their way back to 
King Rallian’s tent for the evening meal. They had only just sat down when 
Stonebill flew into the tent, landing on the table in front of Alex. 

“T have discovered Lazar’s army,” Stonebill said. “They are miles away, and 
unless I am much mistaken, they are in great danger of being destroyed.” 

“Destroyed?” Alex questioned. 

“Lazar has taken his army east to invade the lands of Lord Bray,” said 
Stonebill. “He knows that Bray’s army was destroyed in the north, and he thinks 
to claim Bray’s lands while his kingdom is in disarray.” 

“And?” Alex asked. 

“And it appears that the people of Bray’s kingdom are not as confused as 
Lazar might hope,” said Stonebill. “They have grown tired of their weak lord 
and were planning to replace him. He did, after all, do everything Lazar 
command him to do, and the people are sick of it. They have raised their own 
army, and their lords are all working together. Lazar is marching into a trap. I 
don’t think he is strong enough to take even the smallest city in what was Bray’s 
kingdom.” 

“Lord Taylor, what news?” Rallian questioned. 

“Good news,” said Alex. 

Alex relayed what Stonebill had told him, and Rallian was quick to take 
action. The evening meal was delayed as Rallian arranged for part of his army to 
travel east. He sent riders with messages to all the lords of Bray’s kingdom, and 
he ordered his own army to try to capture Lazar and his army without battle, if 
possible. 

“We cannot blame the men who follow my uncle,” said Rallian. “They have 
been blinded by his lies and do only what their honor demands of them.” 

“And your uncle?” Lord Talbot questioned. 

“T want him alive,” Rallian answered, his tone growing cold. “I want him to 
answer for all the evil he has done in this land. He will face the king’s justice, 
and he will answer for his crimes.” 

A great cheer rose in answer to Rallian’s statement, and it made Alex happy. 
Rallian would rule by law, and Alex knew that would make him even more 
popular with the people of Nezza. 

Days went by, and all the news that reached Karmus was good. Lazar’s 
army had turned against him and put him in chains. The same army then 
surrendered without battle to the royal army, and each man swore his allegiance 
to King Rallian. The lords and people of Bray’s kingdom were also quick to 


accept Rallian as the king of Nezza. 

There was other good news as well. 

Messengers started to arrive in Karmus a week after Rallian had taken 
control of the city. The more distant kingdoms of Nezza had heard rumors of 
Rallian making his claim on the crown and had decided to accept him as the true 
king. The messengers had been sent to find Rallian, wherever he was, and let 
him know that they supported him and were ready to do whatever he 
commanded. Celebrations were held everywhere, as long-forgotten happiness 
spread like wildfire across the land of Nezza. 

Alex, Virgil, Tom, and Skeld decided to remain in Nezza until Rallian was 
officially crowned king. The ceremony was only three weeks away, so it didn’t 
seem like a great delay. Besides, Skeld was still healing from his wound, and 
Tom was still a little weak. Their plans changed, however, when Rallian asked 
Alex and Virgil to stand up for him at his wedding to Lady Annalynn of Talbas. 
The wedding was set for two weeks after Rallian was crowned, and Alex and 
Virgil were happy to accept. 

“T would ask Skeld and Tom to stand up for me as well,” Rallian told Alex. 
“But I’m not sure they can stand up long enough for the ceremony to finish.” 

“T think if you asked them, they would stand up for you no matter how long 
the ceremony,” said Alex. 

Alex was sitting in the garden of Rallian’s restored palace a few days later. 
It was still early in the morning, and he was watching some small fish dart 
around the weeds in a pond. He was relaxed and happy but a little sad as well. 

“Tt seems you have done your work well, wizard,” said Annalynn. 

Alex looked up and saw Annalynn standing on the opposite side of the 
pond, watching him. He smiled and bowed to her, remembering the first time 
they had met. She had arrived the day before, but Alex had not had a chance to 
talk with her until now. 

“T will ask you once again, now that you have found success, what price do 
you ask for your services?” said Annalynn, moving around the pond. 

“What would you offer?” Alex asked in reply. 

“Anything and everything for the happiness you have brought me,” said 
Annalynn. “But not just the happiness you have brought me, but also for the 
peace and happiness you have brought to all of Nezza. Name your price, and I 
will gladly pay it.” 

“T will ask for only one thing,” said Alex. 

“And what is that, master wizard?” Annalynn questioned. 


“Your friendship,” Alex answered, bowing once more. 

“If anyone can claim to be a true friend, it is certainly you,” Annalynn 
answered, returning Alex’s bow. 

The time came for the wedding of Rallian and Annalynn. Alex, Virgil, Tom, 
and Skeld all stood as guards of honor for the king on his wedding day, while 
Colesum and Hathnor stood as the guards of honor for their sister. The wedding 
was one of the grandest events Alex had ever seen, but the celebrations that 
followed were almost beyond belief. People sang and danced in the streets, and 
free food and drinks were handed out to everyone. The celebrations went on for 
days, and every night the story was told of how Rallian had won his crown and 
brought peace to the kingdom of Nezza. It was said that parties to celebrate the 
wedding were held in every city and town of Nezza, and that wherever two or 
more people met, toasts were made to the new king and queen. 

Finally it was time for Alex and his friends to leave, though they were all 
sad to go. Rallian gave them all titles in his kingdom and rewarded them for their 
service to him. Alex was reluctant to accept any reward, but he let Rallian have 
his way and kept his complaints to himself. 

“Farewell, my friends,” Rallian said as they mounted their horses. “May 
your paths lead to good fortune, and may you return often to my kingdom.” 

Alex and company bowed to Rallian, and then the four of them rode out of 
Karmus with crowds cheering for them all along the way. 

Stonebill landed on Alex’s shoulder as they passed through the city gates. 
The raven didn’t say anything until they had ridden for a few miles, and Alex 
didn’t ask any questions. 

“You'll be off on new adventures, I suppose,” Stonebill said, breaking the 
silence. 

“T’m sure I will be,” said Alex. “What of you, my friend? What will you do 
now that our adventure is over?” 

“T’m not sure,” the raven answered. “I have enjoyed our time together, and I 
would like to travel with you to new lands, but...” 

“But?” Alex asked. 

“But I miss the red lands of Nezza, and I miss Tempe,” Stonebill answered. 

“Then I think you should go home, at least for a time,” said Alex. 

“And I think that you are right,” said Stonebill. “I will miss you, dragon 
lord. I will hope to see you again, someday.” 

“May your feathers never fall,” said Alex, bowing his head slightly. “I hope 
we will meet again, my friend, and have another adventure together.” 


Stonebill took flight, letting out a single loud caw as he caught the breeze 
and flew into the west. 

“Pm going to miss that bird,” Skeld said. “I think I was starting to 
understand what he said.” 

“Are you sure he didn’t get hit in the head when he was wounded?” Alex 
asked, looking at Virgil. 

“Pm afraid he’s always been this way,” Virgil answered. “A blow to the 
head might do him some good.” 

They all laughed and rode on, happy to be together and on their way home. 

When they were getting close to the great arch, Alex noticed a change in 
Virgil. It seemed like some shadow covered him, a great weight that pressed 
down on him. Alex thought he knew what the problem was, but he didn’t say 
anything until they had made camp for the night. 

“You are wondering if you can call this adventure a success,” Alex said as 
they sat beside the campfire. 

“Hard to call it a success when so many of our company were lost,” said 
Skeld. 

“But we won in the end,” said Tom. “Nezza has a king, and there is peace in 
the land.” 

“I know we have won a great victory, and we have done more in this land 
than we set out to do,” said Virgil. “So, yes, the adventure is a success. The price 
for our success, however, has been a high one. Much higher than I ever thought 
to pay.” 

“The others knew the risks,” said Skeld. “We all knew and accepted the 
risks when we accepted the adventure.” 

“Knowing the risks and paying for them are two different things,” Virgil 
answered. 

“T understand your feelings,” said Alex, his tone thoughtful. “I never met 
the dwarf Thorson, and I only knew Cam for a few days. Dain, I truly miss. I 
wish they could all be here with us. Still, I think they would be proud of what 
has happened and proud to have given their lives to make it so.” 

“A kind thought, but...” Virgil started and stopped. 

“There are no buts,” said Alex. “I believe that all of them would have still 
come on this adventure, even if they knew beforehand that they would die. They 
were true adventurers. They were heroes from distant lands, just as I told Rallian 
they were. They will always be remembered in Nezza, and their families, 
wherever they are, will be proud of them for what they have done.” 


“Alex is right,” said Tom. 

“Yes, I know,” said Virgil. “But that does not make their loss any less 
painful for those they’ ve left behind.” 

“Perhaps, but it does give meaning to the loss,” said Alex. “It is the 
meaning, the reason why, and the knowledge of what was gained that will bring 
comfort to those who are left behind. If there was no reason, if nothing was 
gained, then I think the loss would be far more painful for us all.” 

They sat in silence for a long time, looking into the flames of the fire. Alex 
wasn’t sure he had expressed himself as well as he might, but he couldn’t think 
of any other words to say. 

They left the land of Nezza late the next day. They had reached the great 
arch near midday but had stopped to remember and pay tribute to the fallen 
adventurers before riding on. The shadow seemed to lift from Virgil, and Alex 
was glad that it did. They made their camp on the Telous side of the great arch, 
and Skeld was just starting to cook their dinner when a loud ding interrupted 
them. 

The geeb that appeared had a message for Alex. He retrieved the message 
and paid the geeb, noticing that the handwriting on the envelope was Whalen’s. 
He sat down on his blankets and tore open the envelope, wondering what his 
teacher had to say. 


Dear Alex, 


I have no idea how far along you are with your current adventure, and I 
don’t want to worry you, but I need your help. I think I have discovered 
something important in our hunt for the Gezbeth. I don’t need you just yet, 
as there are things I need to check into before I’Il be ready to move. 


Please try to finish your work in Nezza as soon as you can. If your 
adventure has concluded, start for home at once. I will be arriving at your 
home in Alusia tonight, and I will leave a message for you there. I would 
like to talk to you in person, but I cannot wait. 


Let me know how things stand in Nezza and how soon you think you will be 
available to assist me. 


Yours in fellowship, 


Whalen 


“T need to go,” said Alex as he finished reading the letter. “I’m needed at 
home.” 

“Of course,” said Virgil. “We understand. Is it something we might help 
you with?” 

“No, I’m afraid not,” said Alex, gathering his blankets and putting them 
back into his magic bag. “I’m not sure what it is, only that I’m needed. I suppose 
you can all find your way home from here, can’t you?” 

“T’m sure we can,” Virgil answered with a smile. 

“Alex,” Skeld said as Alex was turning toward the great arch. “I just... We 
are greatly, well...” 

“T know,” said Alex, smiling at his friend. “You don’t need to say it.” 

“I may not need to, but I will,” said Skeld. “Thank you. Thank you for 
everything.” 

“Yes,” Tom and Virgil both added. “Thank you for everything you have 
done.” 

“You are very welcome,” said Alex, bowing slightly. “Take care of 
yourselves, my friends, and may we meet again soon.” 

Alex didn’t wait for his friends to answer. He turned to the great arch, 
worked the magic that would allow him to pass through it and return to Alusia, 
and was gone. 

Alex instantly changed into an eagle and flew away from the great arch. If 
Whalen needed him to come quickly, that could only mean trouble. Whalen was 
a great wizard—perhaps the greatest of all the living wizards—so if there was 
something he couldn’t handle by himself . . . well, Alex didn’t like to think about 
what that might mean. 

Whalen had mentioned the Gezbeth in his letter, and Alex wondered what 
his friend could have discovered and how he had discovered it. 

The sun was setting in the west as he climbed into the skies of Alusia, only 
a few hours away from his home and Whalen. 

The miles could not pass quickly enough for Alex as his worries continued 
to grow. There were no answers to be found in the night sky, and Alex feared he 


would get few answers from Whalen when he found him. He had his own news 
to share as well, though it wouldn’t be much help in their search. Magnus had 
known only one member of the Brotherhood—Gaylan—but at least Alex now 
knew what Gaylan looked like. 

Dropping slowly out of the night sky, Alex could see Whalen sitting on the 
porch of his own house. The old wizard was smoking his pipe, deep in thought. 
For a split second, a wild idea entered Alex’s mind. He wanted to fly away, leave 
Whalen on the porch, and never return. It was a mad idea, and it seemed out of 
place. Pushing the thought away, he dropped to the ground and changed back to 
his human form. 

Whalen looked up with a half smile on his face, but he did not speak for a 
moment. 

“Did you feel it just now?” Whalen finally asked. “A thought, a wild idea 
that was not your own, entering your mind?” 

“Yes,” said Alex, shaken by the question. 

“That is one of the reasons I wanted to talk to you, face-to-face. I didn’t 
think I would get the chance to see you so soon, but I’m glad you’re here,” said 
Whalen, getting to his feet and moving toward his horse. “I’ve had many such 
thoughts in the past weeks, and I am troubled by them.” 

“Where are the thoughts coming from?” Alex questioned. 

“I do not know,” answered Whalen. “I thought there was only one place 
such thoughts could come from, but now .. .” 

“What place? What power could possibly put strange thoughts into our 
minds?” Alex asked. 

“To be honest, I originally believed these thoughts were coming from you,” 
said Whalen. “I thought perhaps the part of you that is a dragon was doing this, 
but now I see that is not the case.” 

“But how could I put thoughts into your mind?” 

“The link between wizards, and especially the link between student and 
teacher, is a strong one,” Whalen explained. “The only explanation I could find 
was that link. Now that I’m sure it is not you, it can only mean .. .” 

“Yes?” 

Whalen shook his head. “I won’t trouble you with my guesses or 
suspicions. For now it is enough to know that these thoughts are not coming 
from you. Now, about the reason I wanted you to come as soon as you could.” 

“Whatever you need, I am ready,” said Alex. 

“Yes, I’m sure you are, my friend. And what I need you to do right now is 


wait.” 

“Wait? Wait for what?” 

“Wait for me to send word or to come for you,” said Whalen. “If I send 
word, be ready to move. I need to find some answers to my questions, but when 
I am sure, we will need to move quickly.” 

“Questions about the Brotherhood?” Alex asked. 

“Possibly, possibly,” Whalen answered. 

“How long do you wish me to wait?” 

“A month, perhaps less,” said Whalen. “Be ready to move and stay alert. If 
you have more of these strange thoughts, keep track of them when they come. I 
wish I could say more, but until I find a few things out it is pointless.” 

“T will wait until you call or until you come,” said Alex, bowing. “You are 
my master, and I will do whatever you ask.” 

“Ah, of course. You say you are my student and I am your master, yet I 
have no doubt which of us is the greater wizard,” said Whalen, climbing into his 
saddle. 

“Neither do I,” said Alex. 

“Oh, no doubt?” Whalen questioned. 

“You are known as the greatest living wizard. You are both feared and 
respected in all the known lands. Clearly you are much greater than I am,” said 
Alex confidently. 

“So many would say,” replied Whalen. “I, however, know that you are 
greater than I, and in time you will know it as well.” 

“But, how can I be?” 

“In time,” said Whalen, turning his horse away. “I will send word when I 
can. If you haven’t heard from me within a month, come and find me.” 

“As you wish,” said Alex. 

Whalen galloped away from the house, and Alex was alone. 

Whalen hadn’t answered any of Alex’s questions, and now he had new 
worries to think about. Alex didn’t know what Whalen was trying to find out, 
but it clearly had something to do with the strange thought that had entered 
Alex’s mind. 

Alex stood for several minutes, watching the darkness. Slowly his mind 
emptied, and then a memory returned to him, and it troubled him more than 
anything Whalen had left unsaid. It was a memory of Whalen talking about how 
many wizards he had trained. In all the long years, Whalen had only ever asked 
two people to take a staff, and Alex was one of those two. 


Could it be? Was it possible that the thoughts that were coming into 
Whalen’s mind were from the other wizard he had trained? Alex wondered who 
the other student was and why Whalen had seemed so concerned. 

It was pointless to worry, and in the end Alex let his thoughts drift away. 
Whalen would send word when he was ready, and until then, Alex would have to 
wait. 
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Discussion Questions 


w 


1. At the beginning of the story, Skeld sends Alex a letter asking for help. 
Alex immediately starts on a quest to help his friend. Why do you think Alex 
does this? What would you do if one of your friends needed your help? 

2. When Alex is fighting the water stoic, he tries to use the power of the 
dragon, but it isn’t there when he needs it. Later his O’Gash tells him that it’s 
because he hadn’t practiced using it. Do you have talents that you don’t practice 
using? What happens when you don’t use your talents for a long time? 

3. While making his escape from the dungeons of Karmus, Alex is 
overcome by fear. Have you ever been afraid of something? How can you 
overcome your fear? 

4. When Alex talks to Rallian about visiting Tempe, he says that it would be 
good to know what the possibilities are. Would it be helpful to you to know what 
the possibilities of the future are? Are there ways to find out the possibilities 
without talking to an oracle? 

5. Alex agrees to teach Thomas about healing, and they have a ceremony 
that links their honors together. What do you think it means to have their honors 
linked? Have you ever had your honor linked to someone else’s? Have you ever 
been judged based on the actions of your friends? 

6. Salinor tells Alex that even with all his magic and his dragon form, he 
can’t force the people of Nezza to make peace. Have you ever been forced to do 
something by someone else? How did that make you feel? Do you think forcing 
people to make peace really works? 

7. After Rallian makes his claim as king, Alex tells him to give all the other 
kingdoms a chance to join him without fighting. Why do you think Alex tells 
him to do that? 

8. Whalen Vankin once told Alex that a wizard should do his work and then 
be gone. What do you think Whalen meant by that? Why is it not a good idea for 
wizards to hang around after their work is done? 
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INVICTUS 


Y WILLIAM ERNEST HENLEY 
E 


Out of the night that covers me, 
Black as the pit from pole to pole, 
I thank whatever gods may be 
For my unconquerable soul. 


In the fell clutch of circumstance 
I have not winced nor cried aloud. 
Under the bludgeonings of chance 
My head is bloody, but unbowed. 


Beyond this place of wrath and tears 
Looms but the Horror of the shade, 

And yet the menace of the years 
Finds and shall find me unafraid. 


It matters not how strait the gate, 

How charged with punishments the scroll, 
Iam the master of my fate, 

I am the captain of my soul. 
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PROLOGUE 


ee 


Alex woke in darkness. He knew that he was awake because of the pain. It felt 
as if he’d fallen down a long flight of stairs, hitting every step on his way down. 
He tried to sit up but the pain was too much, and he slumped back to the ground 
once more. 

Where am I? he thought. How did I get here? 

Even thinking hurt, but now that the questions had started there was no way to 
stop them. He tried again to get up and failed. All at once his body moved 
without his even thinking about it. He scrambled to his knees, looking around 
wildly. He knew he was trying to find someone, but who? 

“Vankin,” Alex said softly. 

Yes, Whalen Vankin should have been close by, but why? Who was Whalen 
Vankin? Why should he be close? Alex tried and failed to find a face in his mind, 
the face that went with the name Whalen Vankin. His failure troubled him. His 
mind wondered for a time, going completely blank, and then a new question 
came: an important, urgent question that he had to answer. 

Who am I? 

For a moment the question didn’t make sense. He thought about the answer for 
a long time, slowly forming the words in his mind before speaking. 

“I am Alexander Taylor, adventurer, wizard, dragon lord, and...” 

“Say it again,” a voice inside his head demanded. 

“I am Alexander Taylor, adventurer, wizard, dragon lord .. .” 

“Again, louder,” said the voice. 

“T am,” Alex started but stopped as a new pain ripped through his brain. 

“Again,” the voice demanded. 

“I am Alexander Taylor, adventurer, wizard, and dragon .. .” 

“Again, again, again,” the voice screamed over the growing pain. 

“I am Alexander Taylor, adventurer and, and . . .” 

The words came slower and the pain in his head pounded like a giant hammer 
every time he spoke them. Alex didn’t know why, but he had to keep repeating 
the words. 

“I am Alexander Taylor, adventurer, wizard, dragon... .” 


Each time he said the words the pain grew. It felt like pieces of his brain were 
being torn away, and he put his hands on his head to try and protect himself from 
the pain. He continued to try to say the words, all of the words, but with each 
attempt he knew that something was forgotten, something was lost. 

“I am Alexander Taylor . .. I am Alexander . . . I am Alex...Iam...” 

His mouth continued to move but there was no more sound coming out. The 
pain was so bad that he hardly noticed when he fell back to the ground and 
curled himself into a ball. Darkness closed in around him once more. When he 
woke again all of this would be forgotten, but there would still be one question 
to answer. 





Out of the darkness came light, and with the light came pain. The pain was 
terrible, but it seemed to be fading. He moved slowly, unsure of himself and 
unsure of everything around him. His eyes felt out of focus, and the small lights 
above him were dim and seemed to be winking off and on. He reached out for 
them, trying to touch them or capture them in his hand, but he could not. His 
pain wasn’t as bad when he put his arms down, and it was easier to breathe as 
well. For a long time, he stood looking up at the little lights, trying to remember 
what they were and why they were there, but he couldn’t remember. 

Eventually he noticed that the strange little lights above him were going out 
and staying out, but things were becoming clearer. He looked around and faced a 
blindingly bright light that appeared from nowhere. It confused and comforted 
him at the same time. He struggled toward this new light, and it grew brighter as 
he moved. He thought he must be getting closer to the light, because it was 
getting warmer. Everything he could see had changed, from darkness to gray and 
then to brilliant colors. The colors all had names, but he couldn’t remember what 
they were. 

Staggering forward, too weak and worn to worry about forgotten names, he 
watched the bright light climb into the sky. It was warm, and it would have filled 
him with hope, but he had forgotten what hope was. All that he knew was he had 
to keep moving, moving to where the light had come from. He tried to think of 
why he needed to move but there was no answer, there was only a desperate 
need to keep going. 

As the light moved higher into the sky he stopped looking at it. He touched his 
side once, trying to force more air into his lungs. The searing pain forced him to 
his knees, and it was a long while before he could get up and move forward once 
more. He avoided touching his side as much as he could after that, holding his 
arm across his chest to prevent it bumping him and bringing back the pain. 


As the bright light was sinking behind him he rested for a moment, looking 
into the bag he was carrying. It was empty, but he felt that there should be 
something there, if only he could remember what it was. This bag was important, 
but he couldn’t remember why. The bag didn’t matter. It was light enough to 
carry, and its straps helped him to keep his arm from bumping his side. 

Times of darkness and light passed almost unnoticed. His only thought was to 
keep moving; moving to where the bright light had first appeared. The dark 
times were worse than when the bright light was above him. There were noises 
in the darkness, noises of things moving around him that he could not see. They 
were like ghosts in his mind, reminding him of things he had forgotten and could 
not remember. 

Finally, after what felt like forever, he reached his end. Unable to struggle 
forward another step, he leaned against a large object that grew out of the 
ground. He was finished, and whatever force had driven him to move forward 
for so long was gone. There was nothing now, nothing but to sit and wait for 
darkness to cover him. Perhaps the darkness would take away his pain, and he 
could finally rest. 


(CHAPTER ONE 


[HE REGINNING 


-ied 


One year earlier 


Alex gazed into the flickering fire. He was restless and impatient, and he was 
angry with himself for feeling that way. Waiting was hard for him, but he knew 
there was nothing else that he could do. His friend Whalen Vankin had asked 
him to wait; wait for a message that might not come. Why Whalen wanted him 
to wait he did not know, and that’s what made waiting so hard. Whalen had not 
explained what he was doing or where he was going. The old wizard had said 
that he had to check on something, and had asked Alex to wait for him to send 
word, because he might need help. 

Dozing off in front of the fire, Alex suddenly jerked awake. His eyes scanned 
the room as he got to his feet. Powerful magic had just been used somewhere 
close, powerful magic that Alex recognized as coming from Whalen. He started 
toward the door, but had only taken a single step when an urgent tapping started. 
Alex almost jumped to the door, only just lifting the latch before Whalen pushed 
his way into the house, forcing Alex to take several steps backwards. 

Whalen spun around, looking back into the darkness outside, and then 
slammed the door shut and threw the bolt to lock it. Alex stood in stunned 
amazement. His friend looked terrible. Whalen’s clothes were dirty, his hair was 
a confused mess, and it looked like he hadn’t eaten for days. Alex could tell that 
Whalen was nervous, possibly even afraid, but he didn’t know why. 

“Whalen, what’s happening?” Alex asked. 

“Who are you?” Whalen demanded, turning to look at Alex. 

“What? You know who I am. What’s going on?” Alex asked again. 

“Tell me who you are,” Whalen demanded, his eyes ablaze with power. “Tell 
me as if this is the first time we’ve ever met.” 

Alex took a step back, surprised by Whalen’s question and the sudden 
gathering of power—power that he was prepared to use. For a moment Alex 
considered how he could defend himself, but that thought slipped away as he 
saw the desperate look on Whalen’s face. 

“T am Alexander Taylor, adventurer, wizard, and dragon lord,” Alex said in as 


calm a voice as he could manage. 

“Ts it safe here?” Whalen asked. “Have you seen any strangers in the area? 
Have you felt any magic or had any feeling that you were being watched?” 

“We are perfectly safe here,” said Alex, confused by the questions. “I haven’t 
seen anyone at all in a month, and I’m sure that nobody is watching me or my 
house.” 

“In your second true form, what do you become?” Whalen asked, his staff 
rising slightly. 

“T am a dragon,” Alex said. “A dragon of true silver.” 

“Indeed you are,” Whalen said, his entire body relaxing. “I’m sorry, Alex, I 
had to be sure that you are you.” 

“Why? What has happened to make you so afraid?” Alex asked, terrible ideas 
filling his mind. “And how would my telling you who I am convince you that I 
am who I say I am?” 

“Oh, there’s no need to worry—not yet, at least,” Whalen said, moving into 
Alex’s house. “Nothing terrible has happened. Well, at least not anything I know 
about. As for my believing that you are who you say you are, that’s a silly 
question. You know very well that all words have power. Anyone saying that 
they were you would not be as convincing as you are. Besides, who else would 
know about your second true form?” 

“Not many people,” Alex answered. “But what has happened to you, Whalen? 
You look terrible, and your sudden entrance was a bit alarming to say the least.” 

Alex returned to his chair in front of the fire and motioned to Whalen to take 
the chair next to it. He watched his friend with concern, noticing how tired and 
worn he looked. He wanted answers, but he knew that Whalen would explain 
things in his own good time. 

“Tt appears that I’ve stirred up a hornet’s nest,” Whalen said, after getting 
comfortable in the chair. “The last time we talked, I told you that I needed to 
check on some things. It seems that there are people who aren’t happy about my 
checking.” 

“What things?” Alex asked. “What have you been doing since you left me 
here waiting for you?” 

“Yes, it is time that I explained everything to you,” said Whalen, and then fell 
silent once more. 

For what seemed like a long time Whalen said nothing, and Alex knew that his 
friend was trying to gather his thoughts. There seemed to be some great sorrow 
in Whalen, a sorrow that Alex had never seen before. 

“There is a dark wizard,” Whalen said at last, not looking at Alex. “He is 
moving slowly, carefully, but I know where he is. More importantly I know who 


he is—or at least who he was .” 

“Do you want to capture him? Is that why you said you might need my help?” 

“Capture is not an option,” said Whalen, closing his eyes and leaning back in 
his chair. “This wizard must be destroyed—completely. That is why I asked you 
to wait. That is why I need your help, Alex.” 

“But you can destroy him, can’t you?” Alex asked. 

“Do you remember, not so long ago, I told you how many wizards I have 
trained?” Whalen asked without answering. 

“Yes, you said that two of your students had taken staffs.” 

“You are one. The evil that I am now after—he is the other.” 

“But how? I don’t understand,” said Alex, shaken by Whalen’s words. “If he 
took the oath as a true wizard, how could he have turned to evil?” 

“He was always evil, but I did not see it,” Whalen said, his voice shaking 
slightly with emotion. “I chose not to believe what I knew to be true, and trained 
him against my own better judgment.” 

“But why?” 

“Because he . . . he is part of my family,” said Whalen, his voice dry and 
cracking. “He is, or was, a great-great-great-grandson of my brother. Oh, there 
are too many generations to count them all.” 

“In all those generations you stayed in touch with your family?” Alex asked. 

“Yes, though they did not know who I was,” answered Whalen. “It would not 
have mattered anyway. From the moment I saw this boy, I knew him. He looked 
so much like my brother. . . for that reason alone I agreed to train him as a 
wizard.” 

“Now he’s turned to evil, and you must destroy him,” said Alex, feeling truly 
sorry for Whalen. 

“T must try,” said Whalen. “The trouble is that he will know when I am near, 
just as you know when I am near. I have no hope of sneaking up on him, and 
even if I could get close, I’m not sure that I am powerful enough to destroy 
him.” 

Alex thought about what Whalen was saying for a few seconds before 
speaking. He understood why Whalen had asked him to wait, why his friend 
needed his help. Destroying a wizard would not be easy, but the idea of 
destroying a member of Whalen’s family troubled Alex. If there was any way to 
reclaim him, to turn him back to good, he had to try. After several more seconds 
of thought, Alex said the words that he had never dreamed of saying. 

“You want me to destroy him for you.” 

“Tt is the only path I can see that might lead to success,” Whalen said. 
“Though if I must, I will face him alone. It is, after all, my responsibility. I will 


not ask you to follow this path with me if you feel that you cannot.” 

Whalen’s words hit Alex like a slap in the face. Whalen was offering him a 
way out. Whalen would not demand his help; he would only ask for help, help 
that Alex could see he desperately needed. 

“T will not desert you,” Alex said firmly. “Will you tell me his story? The story 
of how he came to be what he is? I would like to know as much as I can before I 
face him.” 

“Tt will be some time before you face him,” said Whalen, sounding both 
relieved and grateful that Alex had agreed to help. “He is gathering his power in 
the castle of Conmar, on the western edge of the western land of Jarro.” 

“Conmar Castle?” Alex asked. 

“An ancient place,” Whalen said, his voice soft. “There are many legends in 
Jarro about the castle of Conmar. It was once a center of power and it is believed 
that many wizards lived there over the ages. Some stories say that the lords of 
Conmar were wizards and pirates, and that they had dealings with dragons and 
sea serpents. Other stories say that the wealth of Conmar came from lands to the 
west, lands that no one else in Jarro has ever discovered.” 

“As interesting as the legends are, I would like to know the story of your 
nephew,” Alex said. 

“Jabez,” Whalen said. “He has the same name as my long-dead brother.” 

“T’m sorry, Whalen. I know this can’t be easy for you, but I need to know all 
you can tell me about him,” Alex said. 

“A short story, though the telling may be long,” Whalen replied, but he did not 
go on. 

For several minutes Whalen said nothing. When he did begin to talk his voice 
was little more than a whisper. Whalen’s story was a sad one, and at first Alex 
wondered how much of it he would have to relive in his own lifetime. Whalen 
had become a wizard while still a young man, and had often returned to his 
home after adventures. He had seen his family die of old age, their children grow 
and have children of their own. After the first few generations he had not gone 
home as often. It was hard for him to visit the places of his youth, hard to 
remember those who had been close to him and were now gone. 

Whalen kept track of his family over the years, however, though he seldom 
visited after the first hundred years. He would from time to time return to his old 
home, but he never told anyone who he was. He would go as a traveler or a 
merchant—anything but a wizard. His family remembered that there had once 
been a wizard in their family, and they were proud of that fact. 

After more than three hundred years of being a wizard, Whalen had gone 
home to see how his family was getting on. When he had visited in the past he 


had always made sure his family was taken care of. He would sometimes use his 
magic and sometimes spend some of the treasure he had won on adventures to 
help them. It was important to him that his family always had enough, and never 
went without. Alex understood this, but he found it odd that Whalen had kept 
returning home for so long. 

On this particular visit, Whalen had met his nephew, though many generations 
separated the two of them. The young Vankin’s name was Jabez. Not only did he 
bear the same name as Whalen’s brother, he also looked like Whalen’s brother. 
More important to Whalen was the fact that Jabez had magical abilities, and it 
didn’t take Whalen long to see that Jabez had the makings of a wizard. 

So Whalen took Jabez as his apprentice and taught him the ways of magic. 
More than once he had reason to worry about what Jabez would do with his 
training. Whalen’s love of his long dead brother allowed him to overlook 
anything Jabez did wrong, or that might be considered evil. He thought his 
nephew would grow out of his cruel ways and give up the small evils that were 
part of his life. 

After years of training, Whalen had asked Jabez to take the wizard’s oath and 
become a true wizard. Jabez agreed to this, as it fit in well with his own plans. 
Whalen didn’t know anything about Jabez’s secret plans, so he was happy to see 
his nephew become a true wizard. 

“At first he did many good deeds,” Whalen said, his voice heavy with sorrow. 
“He was kind and generous, and I thought he had become the man that I had 
always hoped he would be.” 

Jabez had gone on adventures, traveled to many lands, and done a great deal of 
good in all the lands he visited. Whalen had never suspected that anything was 
wrong, and he never would have known that Jabez had turned to evil—except 
now Jabez had returned from the dead. 

“He faked his own death in Barkia. For over two hundred years I’ve thought 
him dead, but now... . now I know that he is alive.” 

“How did you find out?” 

“Dreams, emotions, thoughts coming into my mind that I didn’t understand. 
Do you remember when we last met, the thought that came into your mind? The 
thought that was not your own, and you didn’t know where it came from?” 

“Yes, I remember,” Alex said, thinking back to that day. 

“Tt came because I was close to you, and that thought came into my mind. We 
are linked by magic, you and I. Just as I am linked to Jabez. His anger and his 
evil sometimes enter my mind, and it is all I can do to push those thoughts out.” 

“Do my thoughts and feelings enter your mind?” 

“Not often,” Whalen said with a weak smile. “Your mind is more closed to me 


than Jabez’s. Mostly because of the way you were trained as a wizard, and partly, 
I believe, because of what you are. Jabez was trained as a normal apprentice, and 
so our minds grew much closer together than yours and mine are.” 

“Was my training so very different?” Alex asked without thinking. 

“You know it was, Alex. Most apprentices spend years with their masters,” 
said Whalen. “You and I spent how long together? A day? Two? You learned 
almost everything on your own, which is an impressive thing. It has been 
brought up more than once in the council of wizards, though no conclusions 
about your remarkable abilities have been made.” 

“But you are still my master. Our minds are still linked by magic.” 

“Yes and no. In name I am your master, but I think in reality you are your own 
master. But we’re getting off the subject.” 

“Of course,” Alex said, not wanting to press Whalen for answers to his own 
questions. 

“Jabez has returned, and he has turned away from the path of a true wizard. At 
first he hid his mind from me, but now he doesn’t seem to care. If anything, he 
has let me feel his thoughts as a kind of challenge. It almost seems that he is 
daring me to come and find him,” Whalen said, his voice trailing off as he 
finished. 

“T take it from your story that you’ve been in Barkia. You had to find the place 
where he was supposed to have died.” 

“Yes, I was in Barkia. That’s where I stirred up the hornet’s nest.” 

“What do you mean by hornet’s nest?” Alex asked. 

“T foolishly went to Barkia as myself,” Whalen answered. “I didn’t think 
anyone would notice, or if they did notice me they wouldn’t know why I was 
there. Unfortunately, someone did notice me, and they were curious enough 
about why I was there to keep an eye on me. I suppose you can guess who it was 
keeping their eyes on me, following me, and even trying to ambush me more 
than once.” 

“The Brotherhood,” Alex said without having to think about it. 

“Yes, our enemies in the Brotherhood. I’m certain that Jabez is a member of 
the Brotherhood. He may even have been part of them when he faked his death 
and vanished.” 

“That was more than two hundred years ago. It’s hard to believe the 
Brotherhood has gone unnoticed for so long.” 

“Oh? I don’t think it’s hard to believe. Consider your last adventure. Nezza 
had been a divided land for five hundred years or more. We know the 
Brotherhood was at work there. Who knows how long they’ve been plotting and 
working evil?” 


“Yes, I suppose that’s true. I never really thought about how long they’ve been 
around.” 

“Neither had I. In any event, I discovered that there are a great many more 
people working for the Brotherhood than you might think. Most don’t know they 
are working for them, I’m sure of that. Still, there are a fair number of magical 
people working either with or for the Brotherhood. I had a close call with half a 
dozen warlocks before I managed to get out of Barkia.” 

“Warlocks? What exactly do you mean by warlocks?” 

“T mean the worst version of a warlock that you can think of. Powerful 
magical people trained in the darkest magic. Oh, they aren’t dark wizards, not 
even close, but warlocks work together when they can. Six warlocks working 
together are a dangerous enemy, even for me.” 

“But you managed to escape them.” 

“Yes, I escaped, and led them on a wild chase. I didn’t think they would follow 
me, but they did. For the last eleven days I’ve been on the run, trying to put them 
on a false trail before coming here.” 

“I’m sure you’ve lost them,” Alex said. 

“For now,” Whalen said. “Sooner or later they will show up here in Alusia— 
I’m sure of that. They know I live here, after all, and they probably know that 
you live here as well.” 

“Do we need to worry about being attacked?” 

“No, not yet at least . . . but we’re getting off-topic again.” 

Alex didn’t say anything for a time as he thought about what a group of 
warlocks might do if they turned up outside his house. A direct attack on him 
would not be their first idea, they would try to ambush him, or perhaps .. . 

“Yes,” Whalen said. “They would attack the innocent and try to draw you into 
a trap.” 

“Tm sorry,” Alex said. “I was just thinking about the danger that might come.” 

“You should consider the danger, but I think it would be less if you are not 
here when they come looking,” Whalen said. 

“Of course, but Whalen, if Jabez is at the castle of Conmar, there’s no real 
need for both of us to go there. I mean, I can take my dragon form, fly to 
Conmar, and destroy him.” 

“Tf only it were as simple as that,” Whalen said, shaking his head. “You see, 
there’s more to the story than I have told you. There are things I’ve learned about 
Jabez recently, things that make this task more dangerous and difficult than I 
would have thought possible.” 

“Tell me, what have Jabez and his friends in the Brotherhood done to make 
things so difficult?” 


“We cannot simply destroy Jabez. He has used some very old magic to protect 
himself from any attempt I might make. If we were to destroy him as he is, he 
would simply vanish for a time and reappear in another land. It would buy us 
time, but it would not put an end to his evil.” 

“What magic has he used? How can he be destroyed and not destroyed at the 
same time? Death is final, Whalen, there’s no coming back,” Alex said. 

“The magic Jabez has used links his life force to every person he has ever 
done good for,” Whalen explained. “I told you, when he was first a wizard he did 
many good things. Now he has perverted his good deeds into twisted evil. His 
life force is bound to the people he helped, and to their children, and their 
children’s children. To destroy Jabez completely, we would have to kill every 
living thing his magic has touched, or. . .” 

“Or?” 

“Or we must find a way to cut the magical link between Jabez and his 
victims.” 

“Ts there a way to break the link?” 

“We—and when I say ‘we,’ I mean you—must use the Axe of Sundering. 
Only the Axe has the power to break the spell that Jabez has placed on himself 
and send him to the shadowlands forever.” 

“Where is this Axe of Sundering>?” Alex asked, afraid that he already knew the 
answer. 

“Jabez has it, protected inside of Conmar,” Whalen said. “How it is guarded I 
do not know, but I am sure that he has protected it well.” Whalen reached into 
his bag and pulled out several books bound in black leather. 

“What are those?” Alex asked. 

Whalen tapped the cover of the book on top of the stack. “Journals. I think 
they might be helpful to us.” 

“Did you write them?” Alex asked. 

“Yes, and so did Jabez. While I was training Jabez, I asked him to keep a 
journal. It is a common practice for apprenticing wizards, a way for their teacher 
to check up on them.” 

“Should I have been keeping a journal?” Alex had written down some of his 
adventures, and he knew some details about his adventures were recorded in Mr. 
Clutter’s shop, but he had not kept a personal journal. 

“No—I did not ask you to keep a journal because your power was growing so 
fast. And all the letters you and I have exchanged over the years probably count, 
wouldn’t you say?” 

“Do you think Jabez’s journals can help us find the Axe of Sundering?” Alex 
asked. 


“T doubt that, but they might give you some clues about how and where he has 
hidden it. The journals can do something else to help you,” Whalen answered. 
“Memories are often lost or grow distorted over time, as I’m sure you know. 
These journals, however, hold the truth of what really happened at the time it 
happened. I am sure that what Jabez and I wrote in these journals will be far 
more accurate than anything I might remember now.” 

“T’m sure they will help me understand Jabez, but we really need to know 
what his plans are right now. We need to know what he is going to do next, not 
read about what he’s already done.” 

“Yes, but looking at his past will help us guess at his future plans,” Whalen 
said. “All writers reveal something about themselves, whether they mean to or 
not.” Whalen handed the journals to Alex. “Read them. Study them. I believe 
they will help us with our task.” 

“You mean our task of sneaking into the castle of Conmar, finding the Axe of 
Sundering, stealing it, finding your nephew, and using the Axe on him?” Alex 
said. 

“T know, I know. It is, perhaps, an impossible task,” Whalen said, shaking his 
head. 

“While we think about doing the impossible, might I suggest a bath and a hot 
meal for you,” Alex said. 

“An excellent suggestion, and most welcome,” Whalen said, smiling for the 
first time since he’d arrived. “Keep an eye on the big picture, but deal with the 
problems at hand first.” 

Alex laughed at Whalen’s comment, and went to fix something for his friend 
to eat. His mind was already working on the problems that had arisen with 
Whalen’s quest. There were really too many problems to think about at one time. 
Getting inside the castle of Conmar and finding the Axe of Sundering would be 
almost impossible, but there was a long way to go before they had to worry 
about that. 

Traveling to Jarro was the first step, but that was going to be more difficult 
than normal as well. The Brotherhood had been following Whalen, and Whalen 
seemed to think that they were still looking for him. Traveling through the great 
arch could be dangerous, as the Brotherhood would probably have someone 
watching it. Once they made their way into Jarro, then what? Alex didn’t know 
much about the land of Jarro, so as Whalen’s meal started to cook he took out his 
magic bag. 

Alex had maps of all twenty-seven known lands, as well as maps of many 
lesser-known lands. His map of Jarro was a good one, better than most, and he 
unfolded it on his kitchen table so that he could study it as he cooked. Jarro, 


unlike the other lands Alex had visited, was not one land. Most of Jarro was 
made up of three massive islands: Eastland, Midland, and Westland. Alex found 
the great arch marked near the center of Eastland, and on the far side of the map 
there was also a mark for what had once been the city of Conmar. 

“Ah, good, you have a map,” said Whalen, as he walked into the kitchen still 
drying his hair. 

“A good map, but I don’t see that it will help us much,” Alex said. 

“Well at least it will give us some idea of where we are going, and how we are 
going to get there,” Whalen said, helping himself to the food Alex had prepared. 

“I’m guessing that Jabez will want to take over all of Jarro at some point. 
Since he’s based in Conmar Castle, he must plan on starting in Westland.” 

“Yes, I’m sure that’s his plan. I don’t know how far along his plans are, but I 
think it would be safe to assume he has control of at least part of Westland 
already.” 

“At least the area around Conmar.” 

“Tt wouldn’t be wise for us to suddenly turn up in Westland. Jabez will have 
more than one escape plan, and if we both turn up in Westland he may simply 
vanish before we have a chance to get the Axe.” 

“So where do you think we should turn up?” Alex asked. 

“T don’t think we should turn up at all,” Whalen said. “That is, we shouldn’t 
turn up together.” 

“What, then?” Alex asked. 

“T have a plan, or at least the beginning of a plan,” said Whalen. 

Alex listened while Whalen explained what he thought they should do. Alex 
thought that Whalen was being overcautious and that his plan would take too 
long. He thought they should move as fast as possible toward Conmar Castle and 
attack Jabez. If Jabez ran away, well, at least the land of Jarro would be safe. 

“T know this isn’t the way you’d like to do things,” Whalen said. “The thing is, 
Alex, I know Jabez. I know what he is looking for and what he is most likely to 
do when we get close. I believe we can get close, maybe close enough to destroy 
him—if we follow this plan.” 

“This is your adventure, Whalen,” Alex answered after some thought. “P1 do 
what you think is best.” 


CHAPTER TWO 


DETAILS 


-r 


Alex arrived in Telous near midday two days after Whalen had left him. 
Whalen had used magic to travel, opening a gateway in the middle of Alex’s 
living room and slipping through it into a different land. The first part of the plan 
was for Whalen to let himself be seen in as many different places as possible. He 
was hoping to leave a false trail for any members of the Brotherhood who were 
still looking for him. Alex understood the reason for Whalen’s caution, but he 
also thought that his friend might be doing too much. If Whalen was seen in too 
many places the Brotherhood might not bother looking for him at all. 

“Details,” Whalen had said. “If you want to make people believe that you are 
doing something that you are not doing, you need to pay attention to the details.” 

Alex wasn’t sure he agreed with Whalen’s comment. He thought that too 
many details would give the truth away. Still, Whalen had been a wizard far 
longer than Alex had, and he seemed to know what he was doing. 

Walking to the Golden Swan, the finest tavern in Telous, Alex was surprised to 
find the lobby crowded. It looked like several adventures were getting underway, 
and most of them appeared to be starting at the Swan. It took Alex some time to 
get a table and something to eat, and he kept his eyes open for old friends. He 
didn’t see anyone he knew, however, and the adventurers he did see didn’t pay 
any attention to him. Some of these adventurers might guess who or at least what 
he was, but none of them let their interest show. 

“Details,” Whalen’s voice said in the back of his mind. 

Alex being seen in Telous was another part of Whalen’s plan. He thought it 
would be a good idea for people to think Alex was off on some new adventure 
and not suspect that he was really traveling with Whalen. Alex wasn’t worried 
about what people thought, he was only worried about what the Brotherhood 
might think. There were old wizards in the Brotherhood, and they would know 
as much as Whalen did about leaving false clues. 

After eating his meal, Alex made his way to Blackburn’s smithy. Whalen had 
made the point that he couldn’t carry his magic sword as he traveled—it was too 
well known. But even if nobody recognized his magic sword, it was too fine a 
weapon for an apprentice merchant to carry. 


Apprentice merchant, Alexander Kessler, Alex thought. That is who I will 
become when I get to Jarro. I’m ina hurry to catch up with my uncle, Barak 
Kessler, in the city of Shinmar. 

Alex had all afternoon before he had to go to Mr. Clutter’s shop so that he 
could vanish from view, and Blackburn’s was a place worth spending time and 
treasure in. He wanted to make sure he found a good sword to take the place of 
his magic sword, and perhaps a dagger to go with it. Alex also knew that Mr. 
Blackburn was not a man to rush when it came to choosing a weapon. 

“Perhaps an axe since that is what you’ll be using when you face Jabez,” 
Alex’s O’Gash commented in the back of his mind. “A little extra practice with 
an axe might help.” 

“Ah, Master Taylor,” Mr. Blackburn said as Alex entered the shop. “Good to 
see you again, good to see you.” 

“Mr. Blackburn,” Alex replied, bowing slightly. “I’m in need of a good sword, 
something that looks common, but is the finest quality.” 

“Looks common?” Mr. Blackburn asked. 

“Something that a merchant might carry,” Alex explained. “Nothing too grand, 
but the blade should be made of the finest steel.” 

“Aye, I understand what you’re looking for,” Mr. Blackburn said with a nod. 
“Let me see, I have several good swords that might do for you. Now wait a 
moment, yes, that might be the best.” 

Without saying anything more Mr. Blackburn hurried off into the back of the 
shop. Alex could hear him moving things about, and the search made Alex 
curious. What kind of sword would Mr. Blackburn show him? Alex didn’t doubt 
that Mr. Blackburn would bring a good sword, but it seemed odd that he would 
have to search for the sword he wanted. 

“Here we are, then,” said Mr. Blackburn as he returned several minutes later, a 
large black box under his arm. “This is something special I made a few years 
back. The merchant who ordered it never collected it, so I won’t feel bad about 
selling it to you.” 

The box was made from a dark wood that Alex had never seen before, with a 
fine silver lock on it. Mr. Blackburn produced a small silver key from his shirt 
pocket, and after opening the box, turned it so Alex could see inside. The gently 
curving scimitar in the box was plain to look at, but there was something about it 
that Alex liked. There was also a dagger in the box, which was a miniature copy 
of the sword. The metal in both blades had a wavelike pattern, though the black 
leather handles had no design at all. 

“The steel in those blades has been folded over six hundred times,” Mr. 
Blackburn said with pride. “It’s as strong as or maybe stronger than any I’ve 


ever made.” 

“Tt is a fine piece of work,” said Alex, lifting the sword from the box. “It is 
well balanced and comfortable to hold.” 

“Aye, I’d have to say that it’s the best pure sword as I’ve ever made, though a 
bit plain for most people,” Mr. Blackburn replied. 

“What price would you ask for such a sword?” Alex checked the scabbard as 
he spoke. 

“Tt won’t be cheap,” Mr. Blackburn said, his eyes on the sword. “I’d not sell it 
to just anyone, but seeing as it’s you...” 

“T understand. I believe that I also need an axe.” 

“An axe? You’ll excuse me for saying, but a sword and an axe seems like a lot 
of weaponry for a wizard to be carrying.” 

“True enough,” Alex said with a smile. “I know, however, that I shouldn’t 
always count on magic to get me out of trouble. I’m sure you’!] remember, when 
you measured me for my first weapon, that you found I could use a sword, an 
axe, or a Staff.” 

“Oh aye, I remember that.” 

“T thought it would be wise to at least learn how to use an axe, even if I don’t 
plan on carrying one all the time.” 

“Aye, there’s wisdom in that. What type of axe were you thinking of?” 

“Type?” 

“Well, axes are a bit different than swords,” Mr. Blackburn chuckled. “You 
could get, say, a poleaxe, which could be as long as seven or eight feet, or a 
small one-handed fighting axe. You might prefer a throwing axe, or a two- 
handed battle-axe. There are a lot to choose from.” 

“Yes, of course,” Alex said. 

Alex had no idea what type of axe the Axe of Sundering might be, and that 
worried him. It could be a massive two-handed battle-axe, or it could be 
something much smaller. He thought about it for a moment, and decided that 
something in the middle would be best. 

“T think something like a dwarf axe,” Alex said at last. “Something that I can 
use with either one or two hands, depending on what needs doing.” 

“Of course,” Mr. Blackburn said. “A good choice, I think. Poleaxes can be 
more dangerous to the user than the enemy if the user doesn’t know what they’re 
doing. The small one-handed axes are also more of a specialized weapon. Now, 
let me see...” 

Mr. Blackburn showed Alex a number of fine axes, letting Alex hold each of 
them in turn. While Alex had never used an axe in combat, he did know 
something about how to use them. He had several dwarf friends who carried 


axes, and when he’d asked about how to use them in battle his friends had been 
happy to show him the basics. 

Alex had also practiced fighting with an axe and other weapons on his own. 
He had used magic to conjure up opponents to fight, and an axe or any other 
kind of weapon to fight with. The conjured warriors couldn’t do any real damage 
to him, just as his magically created weapons couldn’t do any damage to 
anything he might hit with them. It was a kind of game, a game that he thought 
might be useful to him now. 

If I have time for such training games, he thought. 

“And if you can use that magic in Jarro without Jabez or Whalen noticing,” 
his O’Gash added. 

After trying several of the axes, Alex chose one that felt comfortable in his 
hands. It was a fair-sized axe that he could use with both hands if he wanted to. 
It was also light enough that he could easily hold and swing it with just one 
hand. The axe was plain looking, its metal left unpolished except for the razor- 
sharp edge. 

“A good choice,” Mr. Blackburn said. “You don’t need no fancy work on it. I 
mean you’re not going to be trying to impress anyone with it, are you?” 

“No, I don’t need to impress anyone with it,” Alex agreed. “So, how much do 
I owe you for these three fine weapons?” 

“Well, the axe isn’t much. It’s a fine weapon, Pll stand by that, but it is rather 
plain. I normally leave axes that way so the buyer can custom order any design 
they want,” Mr. Blackburn said. “The sword and knife, I can’t sell too cheap, 
even to you.” 

“Name your price, my friend—these are exactly what I’m looking for,” Alex 
said. 

“Well, PII not haggle with a wizard, so Pll make it plain. I’ ll take three 
hundred gold for the sword and knife, and say eighty for the axe. So, three 
hundred and eighty for the lot, and a bargain at that price.” 

“A bargain indeed,” Alex said, reaching for his magic bag. “I’d not rob you of 
such fine weapons. I’ll give you four hundred and fifty for all three.” 

“Done. And I hope these weapons serve you well.” 

After paying for his new weapons and thanking Mr. Blackburn for his help, 
Alex left the smithy and made his way back into town. He was ready to go, 
ready to face whatever it was that Whalen had planned for him. 

“I hope we’re ready for whatever Whalen has planned,” Alex’s O’Gash 
whispered. 

Alex didn’t reply to his O’Gash—or sixth sense, as some people called it. He 
didn’t normally talk to this magical voice in his head, but he always listened to 


it. His O’Gash had saved him more than once in the past, and he wondered now, 
for the first time, if every wizard’s O’Gash was as talkative as his was. 

He didn’t need anything in town, but he had to spend the rest of the day doing 
something. Whalen had suggested that he visit as many shops as possible, just in 
case someone was looking for him. Whalen wanted him to be seen in Telous, 
and if possible, seen going to Mr. Clutter’s shop as well. 

“Details,” his O’Gash said, sounding amused. 

Alex spent his time wandering through the different shops in Telous. He 
bought a few things without really thinking about it. There were a few books 
from the bookstore that looked interesting, some extra blankets, and some new 
clothes and boots. As the afternoon wore on he returned to the Golden Swan and 
ordered a large dinner for himself. He continued to keep his eyes open for any 
adventurers he might know, but he didn’t see anyone. 

As Alex finished his meal he was a little on edge, excited, and worried. He 
wanted to get moving, and he worried about what he would face once he was 
moving. The Brotherhood came into his mind once more. They were a 
dangerous group, and there was no telling what they might have planned. They 
had already tried to ambush Whalen more than once, and if they discovered that 
he was going after Jabez . . . well, Alex didn’t dare guess what they might do. 

Jabez was another problem. Alex believed what Whalen had told him about 
Jabez turning to evil. He believed that Jabez was part of the Brotherhood, but he 
was also part of Whalen’s family. Knowing that Jabez was related to Whalen 
troubled Alex. He had once been a good and kind wizard, and that made Alex 
think—how had he turned to evil? How had he lost the path of a true wizard? 
Could he be turned back to good? Alex had stored Jabez’s journals in his magic 
bag’s library. So far he didn’t have any answers, but the questions continued to 
nag at him just the same. 

With dark thoughts about the Brotherhood trying to take over the known lands, 
Alex made his way to Mr. Clutter’s back door. He didn’t know enough about the 
Brotherhood—that much was clear. He didn’t know how many members the 
Brotherhood had, or how powerful those members might be. What little he did 
know about the Brotherhood and what they had done was bad enough. 

“Ah, Master Taylor,” Mr. Clutter said as soon as his magical back door 
opened. “Master Vankin said you might be stopping by.” 

“Mr. Clutter,” Alex said, bowing slightly and making sure the back door 
closed behind him. “Did Whalen happen to mention why I would be stopping 
by?” 

“Oh, yes, yes. No details of course, but he said you would be needing a large 
room for the night.” 


“Tf it won’t inconvenience you.” 

“No trouble, no trouble at all. Happy to help when I can. I think I have the 
perfect room ready for you.” 

Mr. Clutter turned and started to move out of his office without saying 
anything more. Alex wondered what Whalen had said to Mr. Clutter, because the 
adventure salesman was not normally so businesslike. 

“It’s one of the basement rooms,” Mr. Clutter said over his shoulder as Alex 
followed him. “Not much furniture or comfort, I’m afraid, but Master Vankin 
said you simply needed a large room.” 

“Yes, fairly large, I think.” 

“Well, this should work fine, then.” 

Mr. Clutter paused to light a lamp, and then led Alex down a long set of stairs. 
Alex had never been in Mr. Clutter’s basement before, and he was surprised by 
what he found there. The basement appeared to be a tangle of rooms with no real 
hallways at all. Each of the rooms was packed with something different: 
furniture, books, boxes of all different sizes and colors, cages of various sizes, 
lamps, clothes—even shoes. Everything Alex could think of seemed to have a 
room, and each room had only a narrow space in it that allowed Mr. Clutter and 
Alex to move to the next room. 

“T’m sorry for the mess,” Mr. Clutter said. “Had to do a bit of rearranging 
down here after I heard from Master Vankin.” 

“T hope we aren’t causing you too much trouble,” Alex said. 

“No, no, it was time to shift things around a bit anyway,” said Mr. Clutter, 
leading Alex through a room full of dinner plates, pots, pans, and glasses. “I 
should know to keep one of these rooms empty. This isn’t the first time Master 
Vankin has needed a large space for something.” 

“He’s done something like this before?” Alex asked. 

“Oh, I couldn’t say,” Mr. Clutter answered. “Don’t know what the two of you 
are doing this time, so I don’t know if it’s anything like what he did the last time, 
do I?” 

“No, I suppose not.” 

“Ah, here we are, then.” 

They’d entered a large, mostly empty room. There was a single table with a 
lamp on it, two chairs, and a couch next to one wall. The room was about thirty 
feet wide and maybe fifty feet long, with no openings except the one Alex had 
just come through. What really surprised Alex was that the ceiling of the room 
was at least twelve feet high. 

“Enough space?” Mr. Clutter asked with a smile. 

“T’m sure it will be,” Alex said. 


“Well then, can I get you anything else? Something to eat or drink perhaps?” 
Mr. Clutter asked as he lit the lamp on the table. 

“No, thank you,” Alex said, his mind already thinking about the gateway 
magic he was going to use. 

“Well then, I will wish you a good night,” Mr. Clutter said, turning to leave. 

“Mr. Clutter, how long have you known Whalen?” Alex asked before he could 
stop himself. 

“Oh my, that’s hard to say. At least four hundred years, a bit longer than that 
really, truth be told. Master Vankin helped me get set up in the adventure 
business, you know.” 

“No, I didn’t know that. To tell the truth, I was just thinking about how little I 
really know about Whalen.” 

“T’m not surprised.” Mr. Clutter chuckled. “Master Vankin keeps himself very 
much to himself. Never talks much about what he’s done or where he’s been. 
Never shares his worries or troubles with anyone, as far as I know. Still, well... 
perhaps I shouldn’t say anything.” 

“What?” 

“Well, as it’s you I’m talking to, I don’t suppose it will hurt. When Whalen 
was here, telling me to expect you and all, well...” 

“Yes?” 

“Well, I’ve never known him to show his emotions. When he was here I could 
tell he was worried, though. I might even say he was afraid. He seemed like a 
man walking toward his own grave, if you’ ll excuse the expression. He wouldn’t 
say what he was planning, but I for one was happy to hear that you were going 
with him.” 

“Well, let’s hope we don’t need to worry about any graves.” 

“No, no graves. I will ask you to keep an eye on the old man, though I’m sure 
you’ ll do that without my asking. Seeing him that way, well, it shook me a bit. 
Pl just say that I’d take it as a great personal favor if you bring him back from, 
well, wherever it is the two of you are going.” 

“T will do all that I can to keep him safe,” Alex promised, troubled by Mr. 
Clutter’s words. 

“Then I will also wish you good luck with whatever it is you and Vankin are 
doing,” Mr. Clutter said, bowing to Alex and turning away. 

“Thank you,” Alex managed to say before Mr. Clutter was gone. 

Alex walked to the table and then turned to look back at the entrance to the 
room. He was surprised by what Mr. Clutter had told him, and by the request to 
watch out for Whalen. Mr. Clutter seemed sincere. He really seemed to care 
about Whalen, and that made sense, as he’d known Whalen for so long. Still, 


something in the back of Alex’s mind started to ask questions. 

Could he know? Alex asked himself. Could he know what Whalen and I are 
going to try to do? 

Sitting down at the table, Alex’s eyes returned to the entrance of the room. A 
darker thought entered his mind, and he suddenly felt uncomfortable looking 
into the darkness on the far side of the room. 

Could Clutter be part of the Brotherhood? Alex thought. 

The idea seemed crazy. Clutter was a trusted seller of adventures, not some 
evil spy for a secret society that was trying to take over the known lands. Still, 
the Brotherhood had spies, and Clutter would be a good spy to have. Clutter 
knew about most adventures going on in the known lands—and who was on 
those adventures. If the Brotherhood had Clutter as their spy, they could learn 
much without any real danger of revealing themselves. 

“No,” Alex said softly. “I don’t believe it.” 

Alex shook off his suspicions about Mr. Clutter being a spy, and then sat for a 
time doing nothing. He moved to the couch and lay down, thinking a nap might 
be a good idea. He was too eager to sleep, however—and there were still hours 
to go before he needed to open the gateway. He got up, walked around the room 
several times, and then drew his new sword and took some practice swings with 
it. Finally, he went back to the table and reached for his magic bag. 

Taking out his map of Jarro, Alex spread it on the table and sat looking at it. 
He ran the few details he knew over and over in his mind. The plan was basic. 
Whalen wanted to start their adventure in Eastland, the furthest place away from 
Conmar and his nephew Jabez. Alex didn’t see the need to start so far away, but 
he’d agreed to do what Whalen wanted. It wouldn’t matter much anyway, as they 
would be sailing for Midland after less than a week in Eastland. But then what? 

Alex took his new axe out of his magic bag and practiced what his dwarf 
friends had taught him. He was extra careful as he swung the axe, making sure to 
not accidently hit himself with it. Slowly he began to feel more confident as the 
axe spun around him, but he knew he needed more practice. 

Returning to the table, Alex laid down his axe. He took out his new sword and 
knife as well, and started working a bit of magic into all of them. He knew that 
the weapons were strong, but he thought a little extra strength and maybe a spell 
to keep the blades sharp couldn’t hurt. 

One part of Whalen’s plan troubled Alex more than anything else. Whalen had 
told him not to use magic unless he absolutely had to. It seemed a bit strange, not 
using any magic, but Alex knew Whalen had his reasons. Whalen had also said 
that if he didn’t turn up in the city of Shinmar—the port they planned to sail 
from—that Alex should not wait for more than a day or two. 


“Tf I’m not there by then, find a ship that will take you to Midland,” Whalen 
had said. “I will catch up with you there.” 

“And if you don’t catch up?” Alex asked. 

“Then I will depend on you to take care of our problem,” Whalen answered, 
not commenting on what his not turning up would mean. 

The thing that stood out most in Alex’s mind was the fact that Whalen had 
asked for his help. Alex tried to remember all the stories he’d heard or read 
about Whalen, and one thing was clear in all of those stories. Whalen had gone 
into dangerous places, he had fought great evils, and he had always done those 
things alone. Never, in any of the stories Alex could think of, had Whalen 
Vankin ever asked for help. Things were different now, it seemed, and Alex 
didn’t know what that might mean. 

Eventually Alex returned his map and axe to his magic bag. He stood up and 
prepared himself to work the magic that would open a gateway into the land of 
Jarro. Pausing for a moment, he looked at his magic bag. A lot of people knew 
what magic bags looked like, and carrying a magic bag would mark him as 
something more than an apprentice merchant. He’d been foolish not to think of it 
before, but at least the answer was obvious. Working some simple magic, Alex 
disguised his magic bag, making it look like a common rucksack. With that final 
detail taken care of, he moved to the center of the room and started to work the 
gateway magic. 

Alex recalled the instructions Whalen gave him before they parted ways. “You 
need to focus your thoughts on the place you want to go. It will be difficult the 
first time, as the gateway may not appear exactly where you think it should. I 
don’t mean just where you are going, but also where you are. You’|] need some 
space when working the magic, at least at first, just in case the entrance of the 
gateway appears further away from you than you want it to.” 

Mr. Clutter had provided the space, and now Alex focused on the memory that 
Whalen had magically given to him. He could see a massive white stone to his 
left, trees in the distance, and open land all around him. The open land was 
covered with small white stones. The stones didn’t make a road or a path—but 
there was a pattern. Alex wasn’t sure what larger pattern they made, but he could 
see them clearly. 

What are those stones? Alex thought as the magical gateway opened a few 
feet in front of him. 

Without hesitating, Alex stepped through the gateway and into the land of 
Jarro. 


(CHAPTER THREE 


THE GRAVEYARD 
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Alex arrived in complete darkness. He instantly realized the mistake he’d 
made, and he felt foolish for not thinking things through. It was nighttime here in 
Jarro, as he knew it would be. The problem was that his eyes were used to the 
lamplight in Mr. Clutter’s basement room, and there was no light here at all. He 
looked up at the sky as he turned to break the spell that held his gateway open. 
The moon was hidden behind clouds, but it looked like the clouds were breaking 
up and moving away. 

Closing his magical gateway, Alex closed his eyes as well, hoping to improve 
his night vision as quickly as possible. Taking several deep breaths, he waited. 
He could smell rain, wet grass, and mud. He opened his eyes and looked around, 
searching for the massive white stone landmark from Whalen’s memory. It was 
visible a few yards to his left, and he knew that his gateway had opened exactly 
where he’d wanted it to. 

Orienting himself by checking the cloud-hidden moon once more, Alex started 
to walk toward the main road. He’d only taken a few steps, however, when his 
left shin slammed into something that was both hard and solid. He tried to keep 
his balance as he also tried to rub away the pain in his shin, but he couldn’t 
manage it. He hit the wet ground hard, and continued to rub his aching shin. 
When he finally sat up, Alex tried to see what he’d walked into. The moonlight 
broke free of the clouds to help him, and he wasn’t happy about what he found. 

“A gravestone?” Alex said in a lowered voice. 

Looking around in the moonlight, Alex realized where he was. He almost 
started to laugh, but he stopped himself and just shook his head instead. Now he 
understood what all the white stones in Whalen’s memory were, and why they 
made a pattern. 

Honestly, Whalen. You could have told me I’d be walking into a graveyard, 
Alex thought. 

Getting back to his feet, Alex checked the placement of gravestones. Most of 
them were at just the right height to slam into his shins if he wasn’t paying 
attention, and he didn’t want to repeat that experience. He checked his direction 
once more, and then started forward at a slower, more cautious speed. He had 


two or three miles to travel before reaching the main road, and he wanted to get 
there before the sun came up if he could. 

As Alex made his way through the graveyard, he had to wonder why Whalen 
would choose this place for him to enter Jarro. It made sense when he thought 
about it. Most people didn’t like graveyards, and very few would ever enter a 
graveyard after dark. Alex wasn’t worried about running into anything 
dangerous or evil. Graveyards weren’t normally the scary places most people 
thought they were, not even after dark. He didn’t think he would run into 
anything at all, except maybe some wild animals. It was at that moment, 
however, that he heard a noise he recognized. 

Someone was digging, and not too far away from where Alex was standing. 
The shovel made more noise than normal as it cut through the wet, gravely 
ground. There was only one reason for someone to be digging in a graveyard at 
night, and Alex knew what that reason was and it didn’t make him happy. 

Grave robbers , Alex thought. 

The idea of people robbing graves troubled him, but it wasn’t any of his 
business. He was here to help Whalen and to stop Jabez, but still . . . in all the 
lands Alex had visited, robbing graves was a serious crime. Walking away and 
letting whoever was digging in this graveyard went against his sense of honor as 
an adventurer. He had to stop this crime, even if stopping it was far more 
dangerous for him simply because he wasn’t supposed to use magic. 

Alex moved toward the sound of the shoveling. He crouched down, hoping to 
use the small gravestones to hide his approach. The noise grew louder, and it was 
soon clear that two shovels were being used. It made sense that two or maybe 
three people would be doing the work. Graves were deep, and digging them up 
would take a fair amount of time and effort. 

The gravestones Alex passed were getting larger, and he guessed that he was 
moving toward the center of the cemetery. Soon the gravestones were as large as 
life-size statues, and he didn’t need to crouch any more. A glint of light caught 
his eye, and as silently as he could he moved toward it. 

“Why we digging up this grave?” a voice said in the darkness. 

“Cause, Cobb, this is the grave we’re being paid to dig up,” a second voice 
answered. 

“Least it stopped raining,” said a third. 

“Shut up, Dixon, that’s not what I mean,” Cobb said. “What I want to know is, 
why this grave? There’s hundreds of graves here, so why’s this one so special?” 

“T told you, the gent what’s paying us wants the bones out of this grave,” the 
second voice answered. 

“How’s he gonna know what grave we get the bones out of?” Dixon asked. 


“We could dig up any old grave and get bones. I told you, Flynn, something 
closer to the main road woulda been easier.” 

“Better than being way out here in the middle of this cemetery, that’s for sure,’ 
Cobb agreed. 

“What, afraid of ghosts and such?” Flynn asked. “After all the years we been 
doing this, you started getting spooked, have ya?” 

Alex was about to jump out from behind a gravestone. His plan was to yell 
and shriek, like some kind of monster, hoping to frighten the grave robbers away. 
Then Flynn said something that stopped him. 

“The gent what’s paying for this job will know if we got the right bones. He’s 
got more than a bit of magic in him, or I’m an honest man.” 

“Magic,” Dixon said. “Don’t like working for them magic folk.” 

“You just keep diggin’,” Flynn answered. “He’s paying enough for this job, 
and more.” 

“Paying enough maybe,” Cobb said. “But if there’s magic involved you can 
bet there’s something dangerous in this here grave. I say we fill it in and get 
going.” 

“Keep diggin’!” Flynn demanded. “Ain’t nothin’ down there but bones. This 
here grave is more than two hundred years old. Even if it is a wizard’s grave, his 
magic ain’t still hanging about after two hundred years.” 

A two-hundred-year-old wizard’s grave? A magical person who wanted the 
wizard’s bones? Alex didn’t like what he was hearing, and it was clear to him 
that this was more than just a normal grave robbery. Whalen had told him not to 
use magic, but Whalen couldn’t have guessed that something like this would 
happen. Alex knew that wizard’s bones were only used for the darkest of magic. 
Only some great evil like Jabez or the Brotherhood would be looking for wizard 
bones. 

Taking a chance, Alex peeked around the gravestones to see the grave robbers. 
One was standing at the foot of the grave, holding a lantern so the other two 
could see what they were doing. Only the heads of the other two were visible, 
and it was clear they’d been digging for some time. They all looked lean, 
underfed, and dirty. Alex considered what to do to them. Changing them into 
bats or rats might be a fitting punishment for their crimes, but a loud thunk broke 
Alex’s train of thought. 

“That’s the casket,” Cobb said from the grave. 

“Pry it open and let’s get busy,” Flynn said, angling the lantern to get a better 
look. 

The sound of wood breaking and nails being pulled filled the air. These grave 
robbers didn’t hesitate now that they were so close to their prize. Alex made up 
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his mind in an instant. Lifting his left hand, he worked some magic, and a cold 
wind came howling through the graveyard. 

“What’s that then?” Dixon asked, also from the grave. 

“Just the wind,” Flynn answered as he looked around nervously. “Here, take 
the bag. Let’s get what we’re after and then get out of here.” 

“What, we’re not gonna fill the grave in again?” Cobb asked. 

Alex worked a little more magic and a fog started to rise from the earth. In the 
distance the sound of a screech owl echoed in the darkness. 

“You want to hang around filling in an empty grave, that’s your business,” 
Dixon said. “I say we get what we came for and quick step it out of here.” 

“What’s this?” Cobb said, lifting something toward the light. “Looks like a 
book of some kind.” 

“Here, give me that,” Flynn said. “Maybe our employer will pay something 
extra for it.” 

Alex worked more magic, and a more powerful and colder wind came 
screaming through the gravestones. The fog lifted and spun wildly around the 
graveyard, filled with tiny sparks of green and yellow light. The sparks weren’t 
really noticeable, but they added light to the graveyard, a pale ghostly light. 
Slowly, figures began to appear in the mist, figures of armored men holding 
weapons. The warriors Alex created were moving slowly and silently, marching 
toward the grave that had just been unearthed. 

At first, Flynn didn’t notice anything. He lifted his lantern and glanced around 
once, as if he’d heard something, and then turned his attention back to the grave. 
Alex thought for only a second, and then added weight to his soldiers. The 
footsteps weren’t very loud, at least not at first, but Flynn looked up suddenly, 
swinging the lantern in a wide circle as he tried to see what was moving in the 
darkness. A loud creaking sound came from the grave, and Flynn jumped. 

“This old coffin is solid,” Cobb said. “I’ve seen coffins in the ground less than 
a week that aren’t as solid as this.” 

“Quality bit of work when it was put here,” Dixon said. 

Flynn didn’t say anything; he was too busy looking around the graveyard. 
Alex’s soldiers were close, close enough for the grave robber to see them 
moving. His mouth fell open, but no sound came out of it. It looked as if he had 
been turned to stone as the blood drained from his face. His mouth moved up 
and down a few times, but still no sound came out. Finally, he let out a terrified, 
high-pitched scream, dropped the lantern and the book he was holding, and ran 
wildly into the darkness. 

Cobb and Dixon looked up when Flynn screamed. They looked around, unsure 
of what they were looking for or what to do, and then they saw the ghostly 


warriors. Cobb looked like he was about to faint. He clutched at Dixon’s jacket, 
his eyes bulging out of his face. Dixon desperately tried to pull Cobb’s hands 
away from his jacket, finally breaking free by ripping his jacket in half, 
scrambling out of the grave, and running away as fast as he could. Cobb, 
realizing that he was alone, opened his mouth in a silent scream and after some 
frantic attempts to exit the grave, ran headlong after his companions. 

Alex waited for a moment, and then broke the spell that created the ghostly 
warriors. He walked to the grave and looked down into it. The empty sack of the 
grave robbers was lying across the chest of the skeleton like a blanket. He felt 
sorry for this long dead man, wizard or not, and he realized that there was a 
bigger problem that he hadn’t seen until now. 

Scaring away the grave robbers had saved the bones for the time being, but 
some magical person wanted these bones. They would find other grave robbers 
willing to come and dig this grave up again. Even if this first set of thieves told 
the story of what they’d seen, not everyone would believe it, or be afraid. 

Alex magically resealed the coffin as he thought about what to do. He looked 
at the gravestone, hoping to find a name to go with the bones. Whalen might 
know something about this person, if they were a wizard, but the stone was 
unmarked. Keeping these bones safe wasn’t his job—he didn’t even know if they 
truly were the bones of a wizard. He had already broken Whalen’s instructions 
about using magic, however, so he thought that a little more magic couldn’t hurt. 
He focused his mind on what he wanted to do, combined his wizard and his 
dragon magic, and slowly pushed the dirt from the grave back onto the coffin. 

It took a long time to fill the grave with dirt, which was part of Alex’s magic. 
The coffin would remain in the grave, but the grave was now much deeper than 
it had been. Alex’s magic would allow the coffin to go deeper and deeper into 
the earth if someone tried to dig it up. Grave robbers could dig as deep as the lid 
of the coffin, but if they tried to touch the coffin it would sink under them. They 
could dig and dig, and no matter how deep they went, the coffin would always 
remain just out of reach. 

Well, that’s safe, and no real harm done , Alex thought, and then his eyes fell 
on the book. 

He hadn’t thought about the book while working his magic, and he didn’t 
think it was really worth worrying about. An old dried-out book that was buried 
with this person could be anything. He stepped around the grave and picked it 
up. He brushed the dirt off the cover, and turned it toward the moonlight. The 
lantern the grave robbers had used had broken and gone out when it was 
dropped, so it was no help. The cover of the book was blank, as was the spine, 
telling him nothing. Alex carefully lifted the front cover, hoping to discover what 


this book might be, and was stunned by what happened. 

The front cover of the book tore away from the rest of the book as he lifted it. 
The corner that he held in his fingers turned to dust, and the rest of the cover fell 
to the ground and shattered like glass. Alex didn’t understand. The cover had felt 
solid in his hands. The grave robber had held the book and dropped it, and there 
hadn’t been any damage done. He turned slightly and lifted the book closer to his 
face. It would be almost impossible to read anything in the moonlight, but he 
tried anyway. 

A spark of magic jumped from the page, and Alex jerked his head back 
instinctively. Some of the words on the page shone like fire in the moonlight, 
burning themselves into his mind. The magic wasn’t strong, and Alex knew that 
he could break it, but the words were important. Only a dozen or so words 
bumed in the moonlight, and then the book crumbled to dust in his hands. 

Alex wiped his hands and looked down at the pile of dust at his feet. This was 
unexpected, and he wasn’t sure what to make of it. He thought about the words 
he’d seen, and tried to fit them together. All of the words had been written in the 
common language, but none of the words were common. 

“Darloch est messer ,” Alex said softly in the darkness. 

The hair on the back of his neck stood up. These words were from the 
language of the dragons, and Alex had to think about what they might mean. 
Depending on how the writer had meant to use them, they could mean master of 
dragons . If the writer had meant something different, the words could be 
translated as destroyer of dragons . Alex couldn’t be sure. He needed to see what 
was written before and after these three words or they simply didn’t make any 
sense. 

As he started to leave the graveyard once more, Alex thought about the other 
words he’d seen. Something about an unnamed dragon—no, it was a dragon 
without a name. What in the world could that mean? Dragons always had names; 
they often had many names. Alex also knew that all dragons had one special 
name that they kept hidden. Every dragon had a true name, the name that made 
them what they were. A dragon without a name made less sense to Alex than a 
master or destroyer of dragons did. 

A problem for another time, Alex thought. 

“Make sure you have time. This is important,” his O’Gash commented. 

Alex smiled at the comment. He would remember what he’d seen, even if he 
didn’t understand what it was about. Perhaps Whalen would know. Whalen knew 
all kinds of myths and legends, and if he didn’t know about this darloch est 
messer , he might know someone else who did. 

While his thoughts about a nameless dragon continued to bounce around his 


mind, Alex focused on his next set of problems. First, he had to get to the city of 
Shinmar, hopefully without running into any more trouble. Second, he had to 
hope that Whalen would already be in Shinmar when he got there. If Whalen 
wasn’t there, and if he didn’t turn up within a day or two of Alex’s arrival, then 
Alex knew he’d be in real trouble. 

Whalen had said that if he didn’t turn up that Alex should go on to Midland, 
and he would catch up. If Whalen didn’t catch up, however, then it would be up 
to Alex to take care of Jabez. Alex knew that Whalen trusted him to take care of 
this problem alone, if he had to; but he also knew it would be a far more difficult 
task if Whalen wasn’t there to help. 

One step at a time, Alex told himself. Pll face that problem if and when I 
must. 


(CHAPTER FOUR 


THE ROAD TO SHINMAR 
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Alex found the main road about an hour after the sun came up. The grave 
robbers had slowed him down, but not by much. He checked the road to make 
sure nobody was in sight before leaving the woods that he’d been traveling 
through. Pausing at the edge of the road he looked for any signs of travelers. 
There were no tracks to be seen, and he guessed that the rain of the previous 
night had washed all signs of travelers away. He tested the surface of the road 
with his finger, and discovered that it was much harder than he’d thought it 
would be. He didn’t want anybody to know that he’d been near, or that he’d even 
come from the direction of the graveyard. Stories had a way of spreading after 
all, and he didn’t want any connection to the stories the grave robbers would 
certainly be telling. 

Having discovered that he could walk on the road without leaving tracks, Alex 
started off to the west. The city of Shinmar was at least three days away, but he 
wanted to hurry. He didn’t have any fears to drive him, but there was one thing 
that troubled him. The sky was cloudy and the clouds were growing darker. Alex 
had no doubt that there was rain in his future, and the idea of walking in the rain 
or worse—spending a night outdoors in the rain—was something he hoped to 
avoid. 

Alex felt like he was making good time as he walked down the well-made 
road. At first he spent time looking at the land around him, but the dark clouds 
made it hard to see very much. He could see the outlines of low rolling hills, 
what appeared to be a thick forest, and now and then a small river. The weather 
made everything look dark and old, even unwelcoming. Alex wasn’t worried 
about the way things looked, but one thing did stick out—there didn’t seem to be 
any people around. There were no houses or buildings to be seen along the road, 
and Alex thought this was strange. 

There must be farms and villages somewhere , Alex said to himself as he 
walked, but if there were, he didn’t see them. 

Alex paused when he thought it was close to midday, though with the weather 
it was hard to tell. He was thinking about getting something to eat, as it had been 
a long night and he was hungry. Looking around for a dry spot to sit and eat, 


Alex saw something that made his heart sink. A wall of rain was slowly moving 
across the land toward him. 

“Looks like I’m going to get wet before I get anything to eat,” Alex said with 
a sigh. 

He looked ahead, hoping to see a tree that was large enough for him to get 
some shelter. The only things he could see growing near the road, however, were 
thick bushes and weeds. He didn’t see any options. He was going to get wet, so 
he might as well keep walking until either the rain stopped or he found 
someplace where he could get out of the rain. 

Swinging his disguised magic bag around, he was just pulling a heavy, 
waterproof cloak out of it when he noticed something. What had looked like a 
small grass-covered hill to his left was not a hill at all, but a small moss-covered 
building. Quickly putting on his cloak, Alex trotted off toward the shelter he’d 
hoped for. 

A deafening roar of thunder shook the ground under Alex’s feet just as he 
reached the building’s doorway. He stepped into the building as the rain came 
crashing down behind him. The rain seemed almost angry that he’d escaped it, 
and Alex had to smile at the idea. His smile froze, however, when he heard the 
sound of a sword being drawn behind him. Instinctively, his right hand moved 
toward his own sword, but stopped before it got there. 

“T wouldn’t,” a voice said from the darkness. “Not unless you’re looking for 
trouble.” 

“Tt seems that trouble has already found me,” Alex replied, turning slowly 
toward the sound of the voice. 

“No, stay where you are,” the voice commanded, “until I decide whether 
you’re friend or foe.” 

“If you’re looking for money you’ll be disappointed,” Alex said. “I have very 
little, but you are welcome to it.” 

“Humph. I’m no thief. What you have is your own, and I’ ll not take it from 
you. Are you alone?” 

“T, ah... well, yes, I am completely alone,” Alex answered, surprised by the 
question. 

“Well, you look like a good and honest fellow, so I suppose I’ ll let you stay. 
Not the kind of weather to be out in anyway.” 

“No, it’s not.” 

“You can turn around now if you want. I’ll do you no harm.” 

“And PII do you none,” Alex replied as he turned to look at the stranger. 

Alex was surprised by what he saw. The man looked young, no more than 
twenty-five, but his voice had sounded much older. It took Alex a second to 


understand, and when he did, a look of surprise must have shown on his face. 

“T’ve always looked much younger than I am,” said the stranger. 

“You do look younger than you sound,” said Alex, smiling slightly. 

Alex could see more than most people, and it wasn’t hard for him to 
understand why this stranger looked so young but sounded so old. There was elf 
blood in this man, though not very much. He didn’t have any magic in him, but 
he was related, probably several generations away, to the elves. It wasn’t just the 
relation to the elves that had surprised Alex—there was something more. Alex’s 
magic allowed him to see this man’s aura, the energy that often gathered around 
a person. The energy was strong and bright, and while there was no magic in the 
man, there was certainly some kind of magic connected to him. 

“T am Alexander Kessler,” Alex said, remembering the name that Whalen had 
told him to use. “My friends call me Alex.” 

“Judging by the fine sword you carry, I will hope to call you a friend,” the 
stranger answered. “My name is Joshua, and I am a traveler from Westland.” 

“You are a long way from home. What brings you so far to the east? If you 
don’t mind me asking, that is.” 

“A quest of sorts,” Joshua said. He waved his hand at the building around 
them. “I am visiting the ancient shrines of Jarro. It is something of a family 
tradition.” 

Alex knew that Joshua was only telling him part of the truth, but he didn’t ask 
any questions. Joshua was already suspicious of strangers, and Alex didn’t want 
to put him on guard. Alex’s mind continued to try to figure out what other magic 
was involved with Joshua, but the answer remained just out of reach. 

“Well, I was just looking for a dry spot where I could have something to eat,” 
Alex said, changing the subject. “If you are willing to share your shelter, I am 
willing to share my food. You are welcome to join me if you like.” 

“T was just thinking about going to find something to eat. If you have enough 
for both of us, I will gladly join you.” 

Alex laughed at the reply and pulled off his cloak. Swinging his magic bag off 
his shoulders, he pretended to rummage around inside it to find some food. He 
was Careful not to let Joshua get a good look at the disguised magic bag, just in 
case. In less than a minute Alex and his new friend Joshua were sitting on the 
floor of the ancient shrine, eating a meal of bread, cheese, and dried fruit that 
Alex had provided. Joshua ate hungrily, as if he hadn’t had anything to eat for 
several days. Alex didn’t say anything, but it did make him wonder. Joshua was 
nervous of strangers, careful, and didn’t appear to be eating as often as he might. 
There were many possible reasons why Joshua was this way, but Alex knew that 
it wasn’t the time to ask. 


Alex and Joshua didn’t talk as they ate. Alex had many questions that he 
wanted to ask, but most of them would make him sound like a stranger to this 
land. He didn’t want anyone to know that he wasn’t from Jarro, so he kept his 
questions to himself. 

“T’m traveling to Shinmar,” Alex finally said as he was finishing his meal. “I 
hope to meet my uncle there, and then sail to Midland.” 

“Why are you traveling to Midland?” 

“My uncle is a cloth and fur merchant. He’s training me as his apprentice, and 
he has business in Midland.” 

Joshua didn’t say anything for a time, but he looked as if he was considering 
what Alex said. Alex wondered if Joshua might suspect that he wasn’t really an 
apprentice cloth merchant, but he really couldn’t tell. 

“T was planning on going to Shinmar as well,” Joshua finally said. “I’m on my 
way home, and Shinmar is one of the largest ports here in Eastland. I doubt, 
however, that I will find a ship that will take me all the way to Westland.” 

“Well, if not all the way to Westland, perhaps we can travel together to 
Midland. I know we’ve only just met, but I think I would like to get to know you 
better.” 

“You may regret it,” Joshua said more to himself than to Alex. 

Alex gave Joshua a hard look, but didn’t say anything. Joshua simply acted 
like he hadn’t said anything at all. He got up, brushed the crumbs off his pants, 
and walked to the doorway. 

“The rain is letting up,” Joshua said. “Give it a few more minutes and we’ || be 
able to travel without getting too wet.” 

Alex put away what was left of the food, folded his heavy cloak, added it to 
his bag, and then slipped the knapsack over his shoulders. He walked to the 
doorway as well, watching Joshua as he moved. There was a sad look on 
Joshua’s face, a look of some great trouble or loss. Alex didn’t know why 
exactly, but he felt in his heart that he needed to help Joshua. 

“Help him?” the voice in the back of Alex’s mind asked. “You know nothing 
about him or his troubles, and you have your own business to deal with in this 
land.” 

Alex ignored his O’Gash, and simply stood watching the land as the clouds 
parted and the afternoon sun broke through. Without a word Joshua and Alex 
started off, and Alex wondered how much he could learn about Joshua if he 
remained as tight-lipped as he had been so far. 

“I’ve not traveled this road before,” Alex said after several minutes of 
walking. “Do you know how far the next town is?” 

“Six, maybe seven miles,” Joshua answered. “We should get there before it 


gets too dark.” 

“Tt would be good to spend the night indoors, if possible,” Alex said, trying to 
get a conversation going. 

“Indoors is not always better than out,” Joshua said and fell silent once more. 

It was clear that Joshua was reluctant to talk, and Alex was willing to live with 
the silence. His mind, however, went back to the question of why—why was 
Joshua being secretive? Why had he drawn his sword when he had first 
appeared, and why did he make sure Alex was alone before putting his sword 
away? Alex could see that Joshua was troubled, maybe even afraid, but he 
couldn’t see any reason why. Still, his O’Gash was right. He knew almost 
nothing about Joshua, and until Joshua chose to tell him more, there was nothing 
Alex could do to help him. 

Joshua walked fast, as if some great need pressed him forward. Alex was able 
to keep up without any trouble, but this was one more thing that made him 
wonder about his companion. They came to a small town before the sun had 
gone down, and it didn’t take long for them to find a tavern to spend the night. 
Once the arrangements had been made, Joshua went right to his room. 

“TIl be leaving at first light,” Joshua said as he turned to close the door of his 
room. “If you are up and ready to go we can travel together. If you prefer to 
sleep later, then I will thank you now for your kindness and wish you luck in 
your travels.” 

“Kindness?” Alex asked. 

“You shared your meal with me, and I thank you.” 

“A small enough kindness. I’ll be ready at first light.” 

Joshua didn’t say anything more. He closed the door to his room behind him, 
and before Alex could even open to door to his own room he heard Joshua 
wedge a chair under the doorknob. 

A strange thing to do, Alex thought as he closed his own door. He really must 
be afraid of something. 

“Or someone,” his O’Gash added. 
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The next morning, Alex was waiting just outside the tavern when Joshua 
turned up. Joshua looked surprised to see him there, but he flashed a smile and 
nodded. They started off without a word, but before they had left the town Alex 
handed a small bag and a leather flask to Joshua. 

“What is this?” Joshua asked, looking into the bag. 

“You didn’t take time to eat anything, and I thought you might be hungry,” 
Alex said. 


“Are you always so kind to strangers?” Joshua asked, taking a bun out of the 
bag Alex had given him. 

“No, not always. Only to those who I can see need the help.” 

“You think I need help.” 

“T think you’ve had a hard time here in Eastland, and you don’t want to talk 
about it. I don’t know what your troubles are, and if you don’t want to talk about 
them, that is your business. That doesn’t mean, however, that I can’t lend a 
helping hand, or offer a little kindness.” 

“You’re a good man, Alex Kessler, and I hope you won’t have to pay for it.” 

“Pay for it?” 

“An old saying from Westland. ‘Good men always pay for their kindnesses.’ I 
hope it proves untrue for you.” 

Joshua was more willing to talk as they walked that morning. He was still 
guarded in what he would talk about, however, saying very little about himself 
or his home. He was willing to talk about his travels and the places he had been 
since starting his quest. 

“Midland is an interesting place,” Joshua said as they went along. “They have 
great caravans there that travel all around the land. It is said that some people 
live their whole lives as part of a caravan, always traveling and never having a 
fixed place to call home.” 

“T’ve heard something of the caravans,” Alex said. 

“They aren’t what you think, and maybe exactly what you think at the same 
time. There are traders and merchants of all kinds, but there is so much more. 
They have actors and acrobats, magicians and fortune tellers, even exotic 
animals that most people never hear about, and fewer still ever get a chance to 
see.” 

“Tt sounds exciting. I would like to—” 

“Stop and be recognized,” a voice broke in before Alex could finish. 

Alex and Joshua both stopped in their tracks. Five men on horseback moved 
out of a small wooded area to the right of the road, and barred their path. Joshua 
looked worried but determined. Alex wasn’t sure what to think, as Whalen 
hadn’t warned him that he might be stopped in the road by what looked like 
soldiers. 

“Don’t reach for your weapons,” the man who had first spoken said. “We 
don’t want any trouble, but we are ready for it if you try anything.” 

Alex looked at Joshua and then back at the men in the road. Joshua’s worry 
had turned to fear, and Alex didn’t know what he was going to do. Deciding that 
he’d better do something himself, Alex took a deep breath and called back to the 
men in front of him. 


“Who are you? What do you mean by stopping travelers on the common road? 
By whose authority do you stop us?” 

“We mean no harm,” came the answer. “We need only learn your names, 
nothing more. As for authority, well, we outnumber you so that should be 
authority enough.” 

“Bandits?” Alex whispered to Joshua. 

“No—worse than bandits,” Joshua answered. 

“T think I can take the three on the left, if you can deal with the two on the 
right,” Alex said, his eyes studying the men in front of him. 

“A good plan, if there were only five of them,” Joshua said, jerking his head 
toward the road behind them. 

Alex took a quick glance, and found that six more men had appeared behind 
them. There were too many to fight, at least too many to fight without using 
magic. He thought about what he could do, what he might have to do. Joshua’s 
fear was growing, and Alex could see that he was desperate not to be questioned 
by these men. He had to do something, and he had to do it now. 

“We run,” Alex whispered. “The gully to the left of the path, just ahead. You 
go first, Pl be right behind.” 

“What? I...” Joshua seemed lost, but then he understood what Alex was 
saying. 

With a half-smile and a slight nod, Joshua broke into a dead run. Alex was less 
than a step behind him, and they both jumped over a low fence beside the road 
that had clearly been put there to keep people from falling into the gully. 

“Stop! After them!” the leader of the group shouted. 

As he fell into the gully, Alex let loose the smallest bit of magic. The horses of 
his pursuers all reared and turned suddenly, as if spooked by something in the 
brush. The sudden confusion gave Alex and Joshua a few seconds’ head start, 
but Alex knew it wouldn’t be enough. Instead of running, Alex had another idea. 
As soon as he and Joshua were in the gully and out of sight, he grabbed Joshua 
from behind and dragged him down into a series of thick bushes and small trees. 

“What? Why? What are you doing?” Joshua stammered. 

“Quiet,” Alex commanded. “Don’t speak and stay as still as you can.” 

The noise of horses crashing through the trees and bushes was soon all around 
them. Alex and Joshua didn’t make a sound or move a muscle. Alex, however, 
realizing the trouble they might be in, worked a little more magic. He sent his 
thoughts along the gully, kicking a rock here and there, snapping a branch, 
making noises that these men would have to follow. It wasn’t long before the 
noise around them faded, and Alex got on his knees and took a quick look 
around. 


“We should give them a few minutes before we move back to the road,” he 
whispered. 

“Back to the road? Are you mad?” Joshua whispered back. 

“They are off in the trees looking for us,” Alex said. “We can move faster on 
the road than we can off it, so while they’re busy looking, we’ll get away.” 

“Maybe,” Joshua said more thoughtfully. “So long as there aren’t more of 
them on the road, waiting.” 

“We’ll be more careful. Now, while we let them get a bit of distance, why 
don’t you tell me who they are?” 

“How should I know?” Joshua asked, but the look on his face gave him away. 

“Tt was all too clear that you were afraid of them. You were willing to fight 
them if there was any chance of winning. You know who they are. Don’t bother 
pretending that you don’t.” 

“Yes, I know who they are,” Joshua admitted after a moment of unhappy 
silence. “Or at least I know who they serve.” 

“Tell me.” 

“They are the servants of the lord of Conmar. I should say, the so-called lord 
of Conmar.” 

“And who is that?” Alex asked, even though he suspected he knew who 
Joshua was talking about. 

“An evil man who has taken control of the ancient castle and taken the title as 
his own. He wants to take control of Westland, but he doesn’t want to fight 
unless he has to. Instead of having an open battle, he takes hostages. He takes the 
relatives of those in power, and threatens to do them harm if the powerful don’t 
do as he says.” 

“And you are related to someone in power?” 

“My uncle is Lord Darthon, ruler of the southern kingdom of Westland. He is 
a brave and true-hearted man, and he would never bow down before this evil 
man, wizard or not.” 

“Wizard? The lord of Conmar is a wizard?” 

“There are some who say he is, or that he at least has some magic. My uncle 
will not bow to him, but—” 

“But if the lord of Conmar has you in his power, your uncle might be forced to 
do his bidding,” Alex finished for him. 

“My father went missing when I was young, and my uncle has raised me as his 
own son,” Joshua explained. “My aunt and uncle have no children of their own, 
and I am an only child. It would break their hearts if some harm came to me, and 
this despicable man knows it. It was to keep me out of Jabez’s hands that my 
uncle sent me on this quest.” 


“Jabez?” Alex asked, pretending he did not already know the name. 

“The lord of Conmar, though not many people even dare to say his name out 
loud. He would use me to control my uncle and to enslave my people. I would 
rather die than let that happen.” 

“Well, I can see there is a great deal of trouble in Westland.” 

“Tt won’t stay in Westland, not if Jabez gets his way. He’ll take Westland first, 
but he won’t stop until he rules all of Jarro.” 

“Let’s hope that it doesn’t come to that,” Alex said, getting to his feet. “For 
now, we should be going.” 

Joshua got up, but he caught Alex’s arm as he turned to go. “Thank you, Alex. 
Thank you for helping me.” 

“My uncle taught me to always help those I met along the road. He says you 
never know when you might be the one who needs help, so it’s a good habit to 
be in.” 

“Your uncle is a wise man,” Joshua said. 

“Yes, he is very wise, indeed,” Alex said with a grin. 

“Please give him my thanks when you see him again.” 

“T will,” Alex said. He hoped Whalen would be in Shinmar as they had 
planned. Until then, traveling with Joshua and trying to keep him out of trouble 
seemed like a good idea. 


CHAPTER FIVE 


SHINMAR 
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It was nearly midday three days later when Alex and Joshua reached the city 
of Shinmar. They had avoided the towns and villages they came to along the 
road, and they had been careful not to run into any more of Jabez’s soldiers. 
Caution had cost them time, and Alex was worried that Whalen might have 
already sailed for Midland. The extra day of travel couldn’t be helped, as Alex 
was unwilling to leave Joshua to an unknown fate. 

“We won’t need to worry about soldiers from Conmar here,” Joshua 
commented as they passed through the city gates. “In the country, ten or twelve 
men can do what they like and there’s nobody to interfere, but here there are 
plenty of soldiers and citizens to stop them.” 

“I wouldn’t relax too much,” Alex replied. “You may not need to worry about 
a group of soldiers looking for you, but. . .” 

“But?” 

“T think that here in the city, two or three men could drug you or knock you 
unconscious and spirit you away,” said Alex. “They might have a ship waiting 
already, or they could just hide you someplace until a ship from Conmar 
arrives.” 

“You have a devious mind,” Joshua laughed, but he glanced around nervously 
just the same. 

“T was just thinking of how I would go about capturing someone. I also think it 
might be a good idea for you to sail to Midland and not try to find a ship going 
directly to Westland.” 

“And why is that?” 

“Because if I was trying to catch you, I’d make sure all the ship captains that 
sail to and from Westland knew what you look like. I could either make up a 
reason why you are wanted or simply offer a reward for your capture,” said 
Alex. “I suppose you know at least some of the ships that sail to and from 
Westland.” 

“I know many of them, though most of them only sail between Midland and 
Westland.” 

“Tt might be best for you to find a ship in Midland to take you home. A ship 


captain you know you can trust.” 

“Yes, that might be best. I hadn’t thought things through as much as you have. 
I suppose I am lucky to have met you, and I hope that you are never the one 
trying to catch me.” 

“And I hope you won’t have anyone trying to catch you in the near future. 
Now, my uncle said he would be staying at a tavern called the White Stag. I hope 
he hasn’t sailed to Midland without me.” 

Alex and Joshua found the White Stag without any trouble, as it was one of 
the largest taverns in the city. The owner of the Stag seemed to recognize Alex 
as soon as he saw him, which was a surprise to Alex. 

“Master Kessler told me he was expecting you,” the owner said. “He’s been a 
bit worried that you wouldn’t get here in time to sail with him. He’s down at the 
docks now, making sure all your goods have been properly loaded.” 

“Do you know which ship he has chosen?” Alex asked. 

“The Dawn Star ,” the owner answered. “Sails at first light tomorrow.” 

After thanking the tavern owner, and arranging for a room for Joshua, Alex 
and Joshua left the tavern and made their way to the docks. Alex wasn’t sure 
how Whalen would react to Joshua, but he hoped it wouldn’t be a problem. Now 
that he thought of it, Alex wasn’t even sure what Whalen would look like. He 
was Certain to be wearing some disguise, because he couldn’t travel openly. 

The Dawn Star was a large ship, with three masts and nearly a hundred 
members in her crew. Alex didn’t have any trouble spotting Whalen, disguise 
and all. He was shorter now, with dark, messy hair, dark eyes, and a stomach 
that, while not fat, was certainly much larger than Whalen’s. 

“Ah, nephew,” Whalen called out as soon as he saw Alex. “Thought you might 
miss the ship and have to wait here in Eastland until I got back.” 

“Tm sorry I’m late,” Alex answered. “I’ve had a bit of an adventure getting 
here.” 

“Oh? And who’s your friend here?” Whalen asked. 

“This is Joshua. We met along the road,” Alex said. “He’s looking for a ship to 
take him to Midland.” 

“Plenty of ships going that way at this time of year,” Whalen replied 
distractedly. “Might even find a place on the Dawn Star here, if you’re lucky. We 
leave at first light, and I have a lot to do before then.” 

“Anything I can help you with, uncle?” 

“No, no, not just now. Take your friend and talk to the captain, see if there’s a 
place for him on the ship. Oh, I know you’ve got stories to tell about your 
journey, but they will have to wait until tonight.” 

Without another word Whalen walked away to check on some cargo that was 


sitting on the dock. Alex gave Joshua a look that plainly said, “Yes, he’s always 
like that,” and the two of them went off to find the captain of the Dawn Star . 

Alex was happy to learn that there was room on the ship for Joshua to join 
them, and arrangements were quickly made. With that matter settled, Alex and 
Joshua walked back to the White Stag and had their lunch. They remained in the 
tavern all afternoon, as Joshua seemed to take Alex’s warnings about someone 
snatching him from the city seriously. It was well after dark before Whalen 
joined them, looking worn out after a hard day’s work. 

The three of them ate their dinner together, but Whalen seemed distracted by 
other matters. He didn’t ask Alex any questions, and the only question he asked 
Joshua was whether or not he’d found a place on the Dawn Star for the voyage. 
After dinner, Joshua excused himself and went to his room, and Alex and 
Whalen went to a suite of rooms that Whalen had taken for them. 

“Well,” Whalen said as he took a seat in front of the fire. “You’d better tell me 
everything that’s happened.” 

“More than you might imagine in so short a time.” 

Alex took his own chair and told Whalen everything from the beginning, 
starting with his adventure in the graveyard and the magic he had used to keep 
the bones of the suspected wizard safe. When Alex mentioned the strange book 
that had crumbled in his hand, Whalen interrupted Alex’s story. 

“T don’t think that grave belongs to a wizard,” Whalen said. “I don’t recall 
there being any wizards here in Jarro for a long time, longer than the two 
hundred years since this fellow was buried.” 

“Perhaps. Still, somebody wants those bones, and there was that strange book 
in the grave.” 

“Yes, and you were right to protect the bones. Wizard or not, he should rest in 
peace. As for the book, I wish you’d been able to read more of it.” 

“Tt crumbled to dust almost before I realized there was any magic in it.” 
“Hmm,” Whalen said, his eyes fixed on the fire. “It seems to me I’ve heard 
something about a dragon with no name, something very old. I don’t remember 
what it was about, and this ‘darloch est messer ’ business means nothing to me at 

all.” 

“T’m sure it’s important, though I don’t have any idea why. I’m also sure that 
darloch est messer and the dragon with no name are connected somehow.” 

“Possibly, possibly . . . but I don’t see that we can do anything about that right 
now. Ill ponder on it. Like I said, I’m sure I once heard or read about a nameless 
dragon, but it might have to wait until our business here in Jarro is finished.” 

“So long as you promise to think about it.” 

“And now, tell me about Joshua. Why have you brought him here with you? I 


mean, apart from the obvious, that is.” 

“The obvious?” 

“Oh, I can see his aura as plainly as you do,” Whalen said with a chuckle. “T, 
however, have been around long enough to know what it means. I also can see 
that he is somehow related to the elves, so he’s probably from Westland and 
related to the sea elves. A strange coincidence since we are traveling to 
Westland.” 

“Sea elves?” 

“T will tell you of them later. Right now, I must ask if you have ever seen an 
aura like Joshua’s around anyone else?” 

“Only around people with magic in them. Joshua has no magic in him, but 
there must be some magical connection to explain his aura.” 

“T’ve only seen such an aura, aS you Say, around a non-magical person a few 
times. And every time I have, it turns out that there is something special and 
important about that person. I believe that young Joshua has some important role 
to play in the future of Jarro. From the brightness and color of his aura, I should 
say a role for the good.” 

“T would guess that you’re right. As to why I brought him with me, it’s 
because your nephew, Jabez, is trying to capture him.” 

“What!” Whalen nearly shouted. 

Alex laughed at Whalen’s shocked surprise, and he quickly explained how he 
had met Joshua and about their encounter with Jabez’s soldiers along the road. 
Whalen didn’t say anything when Alex had finished his story. He sat staring into 
the fire with a deep look of concentration on his face. 

“Well then,” Whalen finally said, “Jabez must know that Joshua is special, and 
he wants to control him if he can. Sending men all the way to Eastland just to 
capture Joshua is a bold move. Perhaps Jabez is becoming desperate. We might 
be able to use that to our advantage.” 

“Jabez will find that Joshua is not easy to control.” 

“No, no, he won’t be, but that won’t stop Jabez from trying. You were right to 
bring Joshua along and to help him out of trouble, but. . .” 

“But what?” 

“Well, I’m not sure what we can do to help Joshua, as much as I’d like to. I 
doubt very much that Joshua would agree to travel with us, and I’m not sure 
that’s a good idea anyway. We can’t put our own mission at risk. Still, he seems 
a clever young man, and if he’s Darthon’s nephew, he should know how to take 
care of himself.” 

“There must be something we can do,” Alex said, and then paused to consider 
what Whalen had actually said. “Wait . . . you know his uncle Darthon?” 


“Oh, I met Darthon years ago, the last time I was here in Jarro, in fact. He’s a 
good man and devoted to his people. Jabez will hate him of course, and I’m sure 
he will do everything in his power to either control or destroy Darthon.” 

“Tf you know Darthon, we have to do something to help Joshua.” 

“We can see him safely to Midland. After that, I’m afraid he will have to look 
after himself.” 

“If Joshua really is important to the future of Jarro, wouldn’t we be risking 
that future by letting him go his own way?” 

“This entire quest is a risk. We’re facing a dark wizard, who I know for a fact 
is extremely powerful. We’re also facing the Brotherhood, and you know how 
dangerous they can be. If Jabez discovers we are here, I don’t like to think about 
how much help he could call on to track us down. Besides, taking Joshua with us 
could do as much harm as good.” 

“Jabez is bound to find out that we are in Jarro, sooner or later.” 

“Later would be better. Still, we have a few things in our favor.” 

“Like?” 

“Like the fact that Jabez will not ask the Brotherhood for help if he thinks he 
can defeat me on his own. He’s never been good at asking for help, and I’m sure 
he believes that he can deal with me by himself.” 

“Not asking for help must run in the family,” Alex said with a half-smile. 

“What do you mean?” Whalen asked. 

“T know how hard it was for you to ask for my help,” Alex said. “In all the 
stories I’ve heard and read about you, you’ve never asked for any help, even if 
you should have.” 

“Stories you hear or read don’t always tell you everything that really 
happened,” Whalen answered. “Still, I will admit that I don’t like putting other 
people at risk, not if I can help it. Now, I have worked out our plan for once we 
reach Midland.” 

“What is it?” Alex asked. 

“Since we are in disguise as a cloth and fur merchant and his apprentice, once 
we reach Midland, we will join one of the caravans that travel that land and 
slowly make our way to the west. Now, before you start to argue about wasting 
time, I’ve already considered that.” 

“And you’ve decided that a slow approach to Westland is better than a fast 
one.” 

“If we suddenly turn up in Westland, Jabez may run. If he thinks that he has 
time to prepare, or to set a cunning trap for me, he will wait.” 

“How soon do you think he will know that you’re in Jarro?” 

“He may suspect it already, but I don’t think so. He won’t know I’m here until 


we are much closer to Conmar. As for you, well, he may not know you are here 
at all, at least not until it is too late.” 

“So long as I don’t use my magic.” 

“That is important as well, but not exactly what I meant. When I told you not 
to use magic, what I meant was don’t use magic that will bring notice. The 
magic you used at the graveyard won’t be a problem, as anyone who hears the 
story—or goes looking for the wizard’s bones—will attribute any magic they 
may encounter to the dead wizard.” 

“So what do you mean that Jabez won’t know I’m here until it’s too late?” 

“Tt’s because of what you are, Alex. I haven’t mentioned it before, and I don’t 
think you are even aware of it, but it is difficult—even for me—to see you 
simply as a wizard.” 

“What do you mean? You know I have magic. You know I’m a wizard.” 

“Oh, I know what you are, but if I simply look at you . . . well, I can’t see your 
power the way I can every other wizard I’ve ever met. I think it has something to 
do with what you are, and maybe who you are. You are part dragon after all, 
Alex, and dragons are very good at hiding when they want to.” 

“But I’m not trying to hide, at least not from you.” 

“No, but you’ve never really thought about not hiding from me either,” 
Whalen chuckled. “It is an interesting advantage, and I think it will be useful.” 

“Perhaps it will,” Alex said. “Still, I don’t like the idea of taking so much time 
to get to Westland. We already know from Joshua that Jabez is on the move and 
that he wishes to rule all of Jarro. We need to stop him as soon as possible.” 

“As soon as possible—without risking too much,” Whalen answered. “If we 
rush in, Jabez may flee, but his armies will be left without a leader. With Jabez in 
control, they will attack Westland and try to take over, but without Jabez they 
might attack anywhere. Jabez may even send them on a deadly mission that he 
knows will fail—just to hurt the people of Jarro and to spite us for interfering.” 

“Yes, I suppose he might do something like that.” 

“So we will move slowly .. . at least for now. We will travel across Midland— 
or, More correctly, around Midland—and gather as much information as we can. 
We might even be able to warn the people of Midland of what might be coming. 
After all, Alex, we could fail. If we do fail, it would be wise to at least give some 
warning to the people, and perhaps prepare them for the wars that will follow.” 

“T don’t want to think about failing.” 

“Nobody wants to think about failing. I’m sure that Jabez isn’t thinking about 
failure—and that might also be to our advantage. The thing is, we need to think 
about what will happen if we fail. Think of it as a motivation to not fail if you 
like, but we need to think about it just the same.” 


“Alright, I understand. So . . . after we travel around Midland, then what?” 

“T’m not sure yet. Things may change as we travel, or everything might work 
out exactly as we want it to.” 

“T think it is unlikely that everything will go our way.” 

“Yes, I think that as well. For now, I think we should plan on sailing to 
Westland once we reach the western edge of Midland. The people in the north of 
Westland are friendly enough to strangers, and the mountains that run down the 
center of the island are not nearly as high. We will find our way over or around 
the mountains in the north and then move south to Conmar.” 

“Well, at least we have a plan,” said Alex thoughtfully. 

“A plan that we can change as we learn more about what Jabez is doing. Have 
you had a chance to read the journals I gave you?” 

Alex shook his head. “A little, but I haven’t discovered anything that will help 
us right now.” 

Whalen nodded. “Keep reading whenever you have time. Perhaps something 
will turn up.” 

“And perhaps you will spend the rest of the evening telling me about the sea 
elves you mentioned earlier,” Alex said, smiling. 

“Ah, the sea elves,” Whalen said, leaning back in his chair. “I thought they 
would interest you. Unfortunately, I can’t tell you very much about them. I’ve 
never met any sea elves, but I know they are here in Jarro, and I know they are a 
secretive bunch, more secretive than any other elves I know of, except perhaps 
for the dark elves. One rumor says that sea elves were once dark elves, who, 
having lost so much on land, turned to the sea. Another story says that they were 
once closely connected to the men of Westland.” 

“Which would explain the elf blood in Joshua,” Alex said. 

“Yes, that would explain it,” Whalen agreed. “I have also heard it said that the 
sea elves remember their family ties, even though they are now distant. 
According to some old stories, they are still in contact with some groups in 
Westland, and take a great interest in their distant relatives.” 

“That seems odd. I mean, wouldn’t any relations of theirs be separated from 
them by at least hundreds of years and many generations of men?” 

“Yes, that is true.” 

“There must be books, family records. Something more than just stories and 
myths. Someone must know the truth. Someone must have met them and talked 
with them.” 

“Oh, I’m sure they have,” Whalen laughed. “But I would guess that anyone 
they’ve talked to has agreed to keep their secrets.” 

“Strange,” Alex said. “Strange, and a little sad.” 


“Sad?” 

“Sad that an entire race of elves should be unknown.” 

“T can only tell you the rumors that I’ve heard. Perhaps, before we leave this 
land, we can discover the truth together.” 

“T would like that. Though we have a great deal to do before we can go 
looking for answers to old stories and rumors.” 

“We do indeed,” Whalen agreed. 


(CHAPTER SIX 


VOYAGE TO MIDLAND 
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Morning came sooner than Alex would have liked. The walking they’d done 
the last few days had left him sore and a little stiff. He wished that he’d been 
able to bring his horse, Dar Losh, on this journey with him, but that just wasn’t 
possible. Whalen was still sitting next to the fire, where Alex had left him the 
night before. The fire was now cold, but Whalen didn’t seem to notice or to even 
care. 

They found Joshua waiting for them in the inn’s common room. He was eager 
to be going. They all ate a hurried breakfast and then Whalen led the way to the 
docks. The sky was clear and a soft breeze was blowing across the sea. To Alex, 
it looked like perfect sailing weather. 

“T always enjoy sailing,” Joshua said as they walked. “The open water, the 
wind blowing in your hair, everything about it is wonderful. I’ve always felt 
more at home on a ship than on land.” 

“Then perhaps you should become a sailor,” Alex joked. “Or maybe a ship 
captain would be better.” 

“T’ve considered it,” Joshua said. “At one time I thought I would try to become 
one, but it takes years to learn the trade, and...” 

“And?” Alex asked. 

“My uncle wasn’t happy with the idea,” Joshua said. “He says that my place is 
with my people.” 

“Your uncle speaks truly,” Alex said. “Though I can understand your love for 
the sea.” 

The Dawn Star moved away from the docks before the sun had risen, and by 
the time the sunlight was on the surface of the water they were moving away 
from Eastland. Alex, Whalen, and Joshua all stood at the railing on deck, staying 
out of the way of the working sailors. They didn’t talk at all, but watched in 
silence as the land shrank behind them and the sea grew wider in front of them. 

“How long will it take to cross to Midland?” Alex finally asked. 

“Only a week or ten days,” Joshua answered before Whalen could. “If we 
have fair winds and the weather holds.” 

“And if the weather doesn’t hold?” Alex asked. 


“Tt’s not the time of year for storms,” Whalen said. “We may run into some 
wind and rain, but nothing the Dawn Star can’t handle.” 

“She is one of the largest ships that sail this sea,” Joshua added. “Most of the 
trade ships only have one mast, maybe two. A three-master like this will only 
sail between the larger ports, while the smaller traders will sail to almost every 
small port they can find.” 

“Large ships and large cities are good for business,” Whalen said. “We are 
bound for Hafnar, one of the largest cities in Midland. With a little luck, we 
should be able to do some good trading while we are there.” 

They remained on deck for a time but didn’t talk much. The sea air and the 
movement of the ship was relaxing to Alex, and he let his troubled thoughts 
about the future slip to the back of his mind. Whalen eventually went to his 
cabin, saying something about checking his inventory logs. Joshua remained 
with Alex, a dreamy look of happiness on his face. 
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Four days after they set sail it began to rain lightly. The sea remained 
relatively calm and the wind was light but the captain and crew appeared to be 
worried. Alex couldn’t see any reason to worry—even with the light wind they 
were making good time. Still, the troubled looks of the crew were hard to miss. 

When he had a chance to talk to Whalen alone, he asked about the captain and 
crew’s dark mood. 

“They call this ‘serpent weather,’” Whalen explained. “This is the kind of 
weather that sea serpents prefer, so the sailors are afraid.” 

“Are there many sea serpents here?” Alex asked. 

“No, not that many. I’ve seen a few in my travels here, but I don’t think there 
have ever been that many of them. And the ones I have seen have all been in the 
larger north and south seas. These smaller seas between lands are too confining 
for the likes of them.” 

“Do you think a sea serpent would attack a ship as large as the Dawn Star ?” 

“T’ve never heard of a ship this size being attacked, but who knows. The 
serpents I’ve seen were much too small to attack something this size, but . . .” 

“And if we run into something bigger? What are the chances that we’ll be 
attacked?” 

“If what you mean to ask is, ‘What are the chances that we’ll need to use 
magic to fight off an attack?’ then the answer is, ‘I’m not sure.’” 

“Maybe you haven’t heard about a ship this size being attacked because the 
ships that have been attacked never make it back to port.” 

“Let’s not worry about that unless we have to. We’ll use magic if we must. But 


we can’t do what we came here to do if we don’t get to Midland first. There’s no 
sense in worrying about it. If we’re attacked, then we can worry.” 

The next day the rain was gone but heavy gray fog replaced it. There was no 
wind at all, and the fog moved about the ship like anxious ghosts. Alex could tell 
the sailors’ fears were growing. Many of them would jump at the slightest sound. 
Even Joshua seemed nervous when Alex found him standing on the deck. 

“This is serpent weather,” Joshua said, shaking his head. “I don’t like it, even 
on a ship this size.” 

“T suppose you’ve heard tales of sea serpents in your travels,” Alex said. 

“T’ve done more than hear tales. I’ve seen some of the monsters of the deep— 
monsters that could toss the Dawn Star about like a toy.” 

“Let’s hope we don’t run into anything as dangerous as that.” 

Whalen soon appeared on deck, his eyes moving around the ship, a worried 
look on his face. The fog made it difficult to see anything, but Whalen kept 
looking at the sea as he paced back and forth along the deck. 

“Your uncle seems troubled,” Joshua commented. 

“He’s worried for the time we are losing,” Alex said. “In business, time is 
money, you know.” 

“Perhaps it is,” Joshua said, his eyes looking up at the slack sails. “But if we 
run into a monster, time and money won’t mean much of anything here on the 
open sea.” 

Alex didn’t reply, and they fell silent for a long time, looking into the fog and 
thinking their own thoughts. Alex could tell that Whalen was worried, and that 
made him worry as well. He thought that he could probably drive away a sea 
serpent, but not without using his magic, which would reveal him as a wizard to 
the crew. Right now, he hoped that the wind would start blowing again and the 
fog would lift. 

“Alex,” Joshua said after a time. “I want to thank you for everything you’ve 
done for me.” 

“T’ve done little enough,” Alex said. 

“No, you’ve done a great deal. You helped me escape the soldiers of Jabez. I 
wont forget that. I just want you to know I’m grateful, just in case.” 

“In case of what?” Alex asked, troubled by Joshua’s words. 

“In case we don’t both make it to Midland,” Joshua said. 

“Don’t talk nonsense,” Alex said, patting Joshua on the shoulder. “We’ll both 
get to Midland. Once the wind starts blowing again, we’ll be there in no—” 

Alex was cut off as the ship suddenly shuddered as if it had run aground. 
Joshua was thrown to the deck. Alex clutched the ship’s railing desperately to 
keep his feet. Shouts broke out around the ship, but the loudest voice belonged to 


the captain. 

“Get the lines over the side,” he bellowed. “Get those men out of the water.” 

Alex quickly scanned the deck, but the fog was too thick for him to see exactly 
what was going on. Sailors were running across the deck, ropes were flying 
around, and the unsettling sound of moving water—a lot of moving water— 
filled the air. 

“Alex, take the bow, Pll take the stern,” Whalen, who had appeared out of 
nowhere, shouted in Alex’s ear. “Do whatever you have to do to save the ship.” 

“But—” Alex started. 

“Whatever you have to do,” Whalen repeated as he hurried away. 

Alex turned toward the bow of the ship, but he hadn’t taken a step when the 
deck swayed wildly under his feet once more. Tripping over one of the sailors, 
Alex jumped back to his feet and started forward. Dodging between the panicked 
sailors who were trying frantically to get their friends out of the water, Alex 
made it as far as the forward mast before the deck moved under his feet again. 
This time the ship didn’t jump—it spun. The sound of something hard moving 
and cutting into the wooden side of the ship filled the air. Alex looked back 
toward Whalen, and saw something he didn’t understand. 

Whalen was hanging over the side of the ship, a grappling hook attached to a 
long, thin rope in his hands. As Alex watched, Whalen threw the hook over the 
side, keeping a firm hold on the rope. In a moment the rope pulled tight and 
started racing through Whalen’s hands. For some reason Alex couldn’t figure 
out, Whalen had hooked the sea monster. 

As soon as he felt the magic, Alex understood what Whalen was doing. As the 
rope sped through his hands, Whalen was pouring magic into it. As soon as the 
last few feet of rope slipped away and vanished over the side of the ship, Whalen 
let his magic loose. A deafening crash of thunder filled the air, and Alex 
wondered if the monster could survive so powerful a blast of magic. The answer 
to his question appeared an instant later. The monster’s tail emerged from the 
water, spun wildly over the ship, and, like a whip, snapped the rear mast of the 
ship in half. Sails and debris rained down over Whalen, and Alex lost sight of 
him. 

Alex wanted to run toward the stern, but his brain told him that he had to 
move forward. He turned away from the scene of trouble and continued forward. 
This sea serpent was larger than he’d imagined, and more powerful than he’d 
thought possible. His brain raced, trying to think of some way to drive off the 
beast, but his mind was blank. He’d never faced a creature like this before, and 
nothing he’d ever read seemed to fit the problem at hand. 

Alex didn’t have long to think. As he jumped over a fallen sailor, the ship spun 


again, he staggered, and he found himself looking back at the stern. He had just 
turned around again when the head of the great serpent broke the water and rose 
above the bow of the ship. Alex was stunned by the great beauty and power that 
he saw. The creature was elegant, almost fragile-looking, but what really caught 
Alex’s attention was that this massive sea creature looked familiar—it looked 
more like a dragon than any creature except a dragon should. 

Alex’s stunned amazement was broken as Joshua pushed past him, a massive 
harpoon in his hands. With a natural ability, and more strength than Alex would 
have thought possible, Joshua heaved the harpoon forward, directly at the 
beautiful head of the sea serpent. 

Alex was unable to speak, but his mind screamed No ! 

Alex lifted his left hand as if he was holding his staff. The harpoon slowed in 
his mind, and with less than a second to act, Alex magically put a shield between 
the beast and the weapon. The harpoon bounced harmlessly away from the sea 
serpent’s eye, but the serpent still flinched backward by instinct. Alex could feel 
the monster’s rage as its eyes scanned the deck in search of its attacker. 

Let it go , Alex said in his mind, pushing the thought toward the sea serpent. I 
have saved you from the blow, now let your anger go. 

The serpent’s eyes came to rest on Alex and the creature paused. For a 
moment it seemed to consider Alex, perhaps judging how dangerous he was. The 
creature’s eyes moved back along the length of the ship, finally pausing on 
Whalen. There was a sudden silence, the kind of total silence that never 
happened on the open sea. The sailors stopped shouting, the ship became still, 
and the waves on the water were frozen in place. 

A dragon lord and a wizard together , the sea serpent’s words formed in 
Alex’s mind. What brings such power to this land? 

Our reason for being here is our own , Alex answered. We need to travel 
across this sea, and I ask your leave to do so. 

Reasons for one so powerful are never simply your own , the serpent said. 
What price will you offer for safe passage? 

Price? Alex asked. I have saved you from a terrible blow that might have 
killed you, or at least taken your eye. 

The serpent thought for a moment. I will accept this act of kindness as the 
price for safe passage. As for your reasons for being here, they are plain enough 
for the wise to see. Two men of power, sailing to the west. You come seeking the 
evil one, the wizard that lives in the castle of Conmar. 

Yes , Alex admitted, we seek to destroy that evil, or at least to drive it out of 
this land. 

I will leave you then, and wish you luck , the serpent said. 


You have my thanks , Alex said, bowing slightly. 

Slowly the monster began to lower itself into the water, but it paused as its 
head reached Alex’s level. It looked at him for a moment, and then it spoke out 
loud. The serpent spoke the same language as the dragons, a language Alex 
understood perfectly, though no one else on the ship could. The serpent’s words 
were a warning for Alex. 

“Destroy the evil in Conmar if you can, dragon lord. Be warned that he is not 
alone in the evil he has brought to this land,” the sea serpent said. “Be warned 
also that the wizard you seek has a dragon as a servant as well.” 

The instant the sea serpent vanished beneath the water, time snapped back into 
being. Sailors were suddenly shouting, the ship creaked and moaned, and the 
sound of the waves filled the air once more. Alex turned to check on Whalen to 
make sure he was alright. 

Everything had happened so fast that most of the sailors had not seen any of it. 
The captain of the Dawn Star rushed to Joshua’s side and bowed. “We are in 
your debt, serpent slayer,” the captain said. “And in Master Kessler’s as well, for 
bringing you on this voyage.” 

Whalen came up behind the captain as he was speaking, a strange look on his 
face. He clearly knew that something had happened, but he didn’t know what it 
was. 

“T am not a serpent slayer,” Joshua said, his voice shaky and a little weak. 

“Perhaps not in name, but I saw your mighty throw of the harpoon,” the 
captain said. “And I saw the sea serpent vanish beneath the waves. Your timely 
work has saved this ship and all aboard her. You will be rewarded when we reach 
Hafnar, and if you ever need a fast ship to carry you, the Dawn Star is at your 
service.” 

“You are most kind,” Joshua answered, more than a little confused. 

Alex knew that, between things happening so fast and the magic of the 
serpent, Joshua had no idea that the harpoon he had thrown had been deflected 
before it reached its target. 

The crew gathered around Joshua, and they were all whispering about what 
the captain said he had seen. Joshua was the hero. He had driven off, maybe 
even killed, the monster from the deep, and saved them all from certain death. 
Once the celebration had started there was no stopping it. Joshua accepted their 
cheers and praise, but he also tried to downplay what he had done. The 
celebrations continued until the fog started to lift and the wind began to blow 
once more. Then the sailors happily returned to their work and the captain gave 
the order to sail for Midland. 

It was late that night before Alex and Whalen had a chance to discuss what 


had happened. Most of the crew was asleep, and the two wizards found a 
secluded spot near the bow of the ship to talk. Whalen wanted to know 
everything that had happened, and Alex was happy to tell him. Repeating the 
details helped him to think things over and decide what exactly they meant. 

“What did you do?” Whalen asked, looking over his shoulder to make sure 
they were alone. 

“T blocked the harpoon that Joshua threw,” said Alex. “I don’t know why, but I 
couldn’t let that harpoon hit its mark. Then I spoke to the serpent, or rather we 
shared our thoughts.” 

“T thought as much,” said Whalen. 

“Tt knew who—or, I should say—what , I am,” Alex went on. “It knew I was a 
dragon lord, and it knew you were a wizard.” 

“We could hardly avoid that,” Whalen said unhappily. 

“No one will know. It won’t speak of this meeting to anyone.” 

“Do you think you can trust such a creature?” 

“Yes, I do,” Alex said, thinking about what the sea serpent had told him. 

“And I trust you. Perhaps this story will not reach Jabez and we will still be 
safe.” 

“The serpent will keep its word. Not just because it said it would, but because 
of what it said out loud.” 

“Tt spoke out loud?” Whalen asked in surprise. “I’ve only heard a few stories 
where sea serpents actually spoke out loud.” 

“Tt spoke in the language of the dragons. I should have expected it, because it 
looks so much like a dragon.” 

“Yes, I suppose it did. What did it say?” Whalen asked with interest. 

“Tt told me to be careful because the wizard at Conmar has a dragon as a 
servant,” Alex said, looking out over the water. “I got the feeling that there was 
at least one dragon at Conmar, maybe more.” 

“That will make things more difficult. I’m sure Jabez will use the dragon to 
guard his most prized possession—the Axe of Sundering.” 

“T’m sure you are right, but that’s not what troubles me.” 

“What could trouble you more than having to fight a dragon to get the Axe?” 

“What troubles me is why. Why would a dragon serve a dark wizard? I know 
not all dragons are good. Some—all right, most —are evil, but even if an evil 
dragon did what Jabez wanted, there would still have to be some payment in 
return. And I doubt any dragon would do everything Jabez wants, although. . .” 

“Yes? What is it?” 

“Tt was the way the serpent said it,” Alex began, thinking hard to remember 
the exact words. “The way he used the word servant , it made it sound like the 


dragon must do whatever Jabez commands. It was closer to slave than servant , 
and that troubles me, because I don’t see how that can be.” 

“Wouldn’t most dragons do as you command?” 

“They might, but I wouldn’t count on it,” Alex said with a laugh. “Dragons are 
independent, and they love their freedom. I don’t see a dragon giving up that 
freedom for any reason.” 

“Well, you would know more about that than I do,” Whalen said, turning to 
look out across the water as well. “I’m glad you were able to drive the monster 
away without revealing who or what you really are to the captain or the crew.” 

“And I’m glad it went,” Alex said. “I just wish I understood what it meant 
about the dragon. As unlikely as it would be for a dragon to be a servant, it’s 
impossible for me to imagine a dragon as a slave. I would think you’d have to 
kill a dragon before you could make it a slave.” 

“One more thing to think about and hopefully deal with in the future.” 

“Well, as long as it’s just the one,” Alex said with a wry smile. 

To Alex’s relief, the rest of the voyage to Hafnar was uneventful. The weather 
remained clear and the wind fair, and the ship moved easily across the open 
water. Joshua was the most popular person on board, though Alex could tell that 
all the attention was beginning to bother him. 

It was late afternoon on their ninth day at sea when they sailed into the port at 
Hafnar. The captain called the crew around to announce that the ship would be 
unloaded the next morning. Before Alex, Whalen, and Joshua could leave and 
find a place to spend the night, the captain asked them to wait for a moment. 
With a great deal of cheering from the crew, he presented Joshua with two fair- 
sized bags of silver coins and a smaller bag full of gold. 

“This is a small price to pay for my life, the lives of my crew, and my ship,” 
the captain said. “And I will say again: If ever you need a ship, we are at your 
service.” 

“You are most kind,” Joshua said, bowing to the captain and crew. “I will not 
forget your kindness to me.” 

“A good deed well rewarded,” Whalen commented, leading the way up the 
dock. “I suppose I should also reward you, as you’ve saved both my nephew and 
myself. You’ve also saved our goods by bringing us safely to port.” 

“No, no,” Joshua said. “Between friends, there is no need for rewards.” 

“Then we shall count ourselves lucky to be called your friends,” Whalen 
replied. “Now, I believe there’s a very good inn just up here on the right.” 


(CHAPTER SEVEN 


THE CARAVAN 
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The next morning, Joshua and Alex said their goodbyes early. Joshua was 
keen to be on his way, mostly because he was nervous about Jabez’s soldiers 
finding him in the city. 

“May fortune follow your path,” Alex said as they parted outside the inn. 

“May we meet again in happier times,” Joshua answered before turning away. 

Though Alex had only known Joshua for two weeks, he knew he would miss 
his friend. He hoped that Joshua would be able to make his way home safely and 
someday fulfill the promise that Alex knew was waiting for him. Alex stood and 
watched as Joshua walked down the main road. He hoped that Joshua would be 
able to avoid any trouble, and most of all he hoped that his friend could avoid 
falling into Jabez’s hands. Alex remained looking down the road long after he’d 
lost sight of Joshua. 

“May fortune follow your path,” Alex repeated in a whisper. 





Whalen was waiting for Alex in the common room of the inn, and once Alex 
arrived, he was all business. The Dawn Star was to be unloaded that morning, 
and the cloth and hides that Whalen had bought in Eastland as part of their 
disguise as merchants would be loaded into wagons. Once their goods were 
ready, they would meet with the leader of the caravan that Whalen wanted to 
join. With any luck, the two wizards would be part of the caravan before 
nightfall and on their way once more. 

“The caravans are mostly traveling groups of traders and merchants,” Whalen 
explained. “They travel from city to city and from land to land. The one we’re 
trying to join will travel to the north and west. It will take us at least a month or 
two, probably longer, to get to the western edge of Midland this way, but I think 
it will be time well spent.” 

Alex didn’t comment. He wanted to move faster and confront Jabez sooner. 
He was worried about what Jabez would be doing while he and Whalen traveled 
around Midland. Jabez was already causing trouble in Westland, and Alex didn’t 
think it would be too long before that trouble got worse. 

“Trust me, I’d like to get to Conmar as soon as we can, but this will be the 


safest way,” Whalen said, as if reading Alex’s mind. “Jabez will have spies 
everywhere, and not just spies looking for travelers. If we go racing across 
Midland and into Westland, we’ll be spotted easily.” 

“Spies that can sense magic?” Alex asked. 

“Perhaps,” answered Whalen, “but I think it more likely that he’ ll be looking 
for anyone who doesn’t fit in.” 

“But we don’t fit in, do we?” Alex said with a half-smile. 

“No, but that’s exactly why he’ll miss us.” 

“I don’t understand,” Alex said. 

“We’ll be traveling with a caravan,” Whalen answered. “Caravans are full of 
people who don’t fit in for one reason or another. Yes, they are mostly 
merchants, but even then they don’t really fit in when it comes to cities and 
towns. They prefer the open road to staying in one place. Some caravans even 
have a few magical people with them as well.” 

“Won’t that be dangerous for us? I mean, won’t these magical people start to 
question what they feel and see when you and I are around them?” 

“No, I don’t think so. When it comes to the caravan and its members, they act 
much like a family. Each man’s business is his own, but if someone from outside 
the caravan causes trouble, the caravan is united against the outsider.” 

“T see,” Alex said, thinking things over. “Then I suppose a caravan is the safest 
place for us to be, even if it takes longer to reach Westland.” 

“Tf we can join one. I’ve sent a letter to the leader of the caravan we’re trying 
to join, but as yet nothing is decided. I suspect they’ll want to have a look at us 
before making a decision. I believe they will accept us, but there is a chance 
we'll be turned down.” 

“And then what would we do?” 

“Let’s see what the caravan leader says before we make any other plans,” 
Whalen said, dodging the difficult question. 

Together they headed for the docks. When they arrived, they saw that their 
goods were already off the ship and loaded into three wagons. Alex wondered 
why Whalen had bought so much, and how the two of them would be able to 
drive three wagons. His second question was soon answered as three men 
approached. Whalen explained that he had hired the men to help drive the 
wagons, and that all three were members of the caravan they hoped to join. 

“And if we are not accepted into the caravan?” 

“Then I will pay them for today’s work, and that will be the end of it. Now, 
come along, I have to meet with the leader of the caravan, and it would be best 
to complete the meeting before the midday meal.” 

Alex didn’t ask any more questions as he walked with Whalen behind the 


wagons. Even though Whalen didn’t seem to be worried that they might not be 
accepted into the caravan, Alex didn’t know what they would do if they were 
not. Instead of asking questions, he looked at the buildings and houses of Hafnar 
as they went along. He was surprised when he noticed that the wagon drivers 
were leading them out of the city. 

“The caravan is camped outside the north gate,” said Whalen, noticing Alex’s 
glance. “Most caravans do not enter cities because there is never enough room 
inside a city for the entire caravan in one place.” 

“Just how large is this caravan?” Alex asked, remembering the size of the 
main square of Hafnar. 

“T believe there are four hundred wagons, and between five and seven hundred 
people,” said Whalen. 

“That many?” 

“Some merchants bring their families along,” said Whalen. “Some don’t even 
own homes in a city or town because the road is their life. Others own homes but 
only stay there from time to time when they wish to rest from traveling.” 

Alex nodded but didn’t say anything more. He thought back to what Joshua 
had said about the caravans, how they could be more than he would expect them 
to be. He hadn’t really thought about who would be in the caravan, however, and 
he decided that it made perfect sense for entire families to be included. 

The caravan’s camp was large but well organized. The wagons were arranged 
in an exact order, allowing all the merchants of the same kinds of goods to be 
close together. The wagons were set up so that a large area to sell goods was 
created in the center of their camp. It also meant that the caravan was protected 
from outside attacks. Being next to a city there was little need for protection, but 
Alex thought it was wise of the caravan to take precautions. There was one large 
opening that allowed people from the city to enter and exit, and Alex and 
Whalen headed straight for it. 

“Wait here with the wagons while I talk to the leader of the caravan,” Whalen 
said, looking around at the crowds of people. “It shouldn’t take long.” 

Alex simply nodded and walked a little closer to their wagons. He leaned 
against the side of one wagon and watched Whalen walk away. He was still 
troubled by what might happen if they were not allowed to join this caravan. 
Trying to find something else to think about, he looked around the camp, 
studying the people who belonged to the caravan. 

After several minutes of waiting and watching, Alex noticed a group of five 
young men walking towards him. He studied each of them as they came forward, 
noticing that they all carried swords and daggers, just as he did. When the five 
young men were only two or three yards away they stopped, spreading out in a 


slight half circle and looking at Alex. 

“He looks a bit small,” the largest of them said. 

“Everyone looks small to you,” another replied. 

“Don’t look like he has any magic,” a third said. 

“Few enough do,” the fourth said. 

“We were wondering what trade you are in,” the fifth young man said, 
addressing Alex for the first time. 

“My uncle and I are cloth and fur merchants,” Alex answered. 

“Ah, a tailor,” the young man said with a smile. “I should have guessed. He 
wears his sword as a tailor would.” 

The other young men laughed at this statement, and Alex smiled as well. 

“And what trade might you be in?” Alex asked, noting the good humor of the 
group. 

“My family trades in weapons and metals,” the young man answered proudly. 
“As you can plainly see, I carry my sword as a watrior would.” 

Alex glanced at the way the young man’s sword was attached to his belt, 
noting that it was exactly like his own sword. He smiled, remembering the first 
time he had ever worn a sword, and how his friends had taught him to attach the 
scabbard and the straps. 

“Yes, I can see you wear your sword in the correct fashion,” Alex said. 
“Though the way a man wears his sword has little to do with how he uses it.” 

“He speaks wisely,” one of the other young men said with a laugh. 

“Wisely perhaps,” the first one said, taking a step closer as he spoke. “Though 
what could a tailor know of swords? Or how to use them?” 

All of the young men laughed once more, and Alex had to laugh as well. He 
could see where this was leading, and he thought he would be more than a match 
for any of the group. His adventures had been an excellent training ground, and 
he had put in many hours practicing against magically conjured enemies as well. 
Even without his magic sword, Alex knew he could hold his own against almost 
anyone, and was a better swordsman than most men would ever be. 

“A tailor’s work is to cut and shape,” Alex said. “What more is there to 
swordplay?” 

“What indeed?” the young man said with a sly smile. “Perhaps you will show 
us how you cut and shape.” 

“The lesson may prove a hard one to learn,” Alex said, putting his left hand on 
his sword. “The last man I tried to teach did not learn well, and has given up 
trying ... if you know what I mean.” 

“Oh, then I must be careful,” the young man said with a laugh. “Perhaps, if 
you are willing, we can find something less dangerous for you to teach with.” 


“A craftsman is only as good as his tools,” Alex said. 

“Truly said, but still, we don’t want anyone to give up trying,” the young man 
replied happily. “Here now, I have just the thing. Eric, do you still have those 
blunted swords you were carrying earlier? I would not wish to cut a craftsman— 
even by accident.” 

The largest of the five produced two swords that he had been carrying behind 
his back, and Alex had to laugh. It seemed the young men were ready for any 
reply he might have had, and would only be satisfied by trying his ability to use 
a sword. 

“A fair weapon,” Alex said, taking one of the swords and testing its balance. 
“And a good thing it’s blunt. I wouldn’t want to harm a warrior with a simple 
tailor’s tools.” 

The young men all laughed at Alex’s comment and moved back a little to give 
Alex and the other young man room. Alex removed his usual sword, hanging it 
on a hook on the side of the wagon. The young man who had been talking was 
pleased to see this, and took the time to remove his own sword as well. They 
were just preparing to duel when a girl’s angry voice broke in. 

“Lupo, what do you think you’re doing?” she said, her eyes blazing with 
anger. 

Alex looked at her as she hurried up to them, noticing how much she looked 
like the young man he was facing. She was younger than he was, but she had to 
be his sister. 

“The tailor is going to teach me his craft,” Lupo replied with a smile. 

“You know what Father said about dueling. He’ll break your sword if he 
catches you,” the girl said loudly. 

“T’m not using my sword,” Lupo answered, unconcerned. “We’ll be using the 
blunted training swords—as I do not wish to damage this young tailor.” 

“You can’t,” the young woman almost screamed. “He’s a tailor . What chance 
does he have against you?” 

“He’s accepted my offer, and he claims to have taught others,” Lupo said. “I 
won’t do any lasting damage, so where’s the trouble?” 

The girl gave up on Lupo and turned to Alex. She stepped forward, a troubled 
and urgent look on her face. 

“Please, sir, do not accept this challenge. My brother is one of the finest 
swordsmen in all of Midland, and he will make you look a fool.” 

“To look a fool to one of the finest swordsman in Midland . . . that’s not so 
bad,” Alex said. “To presume victory before the battle is fought—that is truly 
foolish.” 

“Well said,” one of the other young men said. 


“Please, stand aside,” Alex said to the girl. He bowed slightly to Lupo and 
lifted the blunted sword in salute. “We shall see who the greater fool is here, if 
only for the fun of it.” 

“For the fun of it,” Lupo replied with a laugh, raising his own sword in reply. 

Alex and Lupo approached one another slowly, and Alex noticed that several 
members of the caravan were gathering around them. They had obviously heard 
Lupo’s sister yelling and wanted to see their champion in action. Alex also 
thought that Lupo’s sister might have been trying to attract her father’s attention 
and put an end to this mock duel before it began. 

“When you get tired of teaching, please say so,” Lupo said, adjusting his grip. 

“And when you get tired of learning, please let me know,” Alex replied. 

Lupo attacked slowly, testing Alex’s ability to deflect his blows. Alex blocked 
the attacks easily, but he made it look more difficult than it really was. He had 
learned from his friends on his adventures that not revealing his skills too soon 
was one key to learning how skilled his opponent was. 

Lupo made several lunging attacks, all of which Alex deflected. He could see 
that Lupo was a good swordsman, but perhaps not as good as he thought he was. 
He was a little slow to recover from his attacks and he often left himself open for 
counters. Alex didn’t bother to counter just yet, but he watched as Lupo started 
to become frustrated. After several minutes of blocking Lupo’s attacks, Alex 
knew exactly how good Lupo was, and he knew how best to defeat him. On 
Lupo’s next attack Alex countered, gently tapping Lupo on his left arm. Lupo 
stepped back in surprise, unsure of how Alex had managed to land the blow. 

“Every man is occasionally blessed with luck,” Lupo said, lifting his sword in 
salute once more. 

“And some men prefer not to wait for the blessing,” Alex said, once again 
returning the salute. 

The attacks came quicker now, and Lupo was a bit more careful. Alex 
continued to block the attacks, and after another few minutes he countered again, 
striking Lupo gently on his right side. Once more Lupo stepped back in surprise, 
and a small cheer went up from the crowd that had gathered. 

“Tt seems you have much to teach,” Lupo said, his smile still in place. 

“And you my friend, have much to learn,” Alex answered. 

Lupo laughed happily and attacked once more. Alex was glad that Lupo was 
not becoming angry, because he didn’t want to make enemies in the caravan that 
he and Whalen hoped to join. He also thought he should try to end the duel as 
soon as possible. The crowd was quickly growing around the two of them, and 
Lupo’s father was sure to notice. He didn’t want Lupo getting into trouble. 

“How much trouble will you be in if we are caught?” Alex asked as he circled 


and deflected yet another attack. 

“Tf you are winning, not much,” Lupo said with a laugh. 

“Then I will try to win,” Alex answered. 

Several more minutes passed, and Alex deflected all of Lupo’s attacks. Three 
more times he gently touched Lupo with the blunted sword, and each time Lupo 
laughed as if nothing could make him happier. It was clear to Alex why Lupo 
had a reputation as one of the best swordsman in Midland. Alex wondered if 
Lupo wished to learn more about swordplay. There were probably few men 
willing to practice against him—even with blunted swords. 

“You know a great deal, tailor,” Lupo commented as Alex tapped him yet 
again. “Yet all your points have all been won by counters. Do you ever attack?” 

“T thought I would test your attack before trying your defense,” Alex said with 
a laugh. “If you would prefer to defend for a while, well . . .” Alex saluted Lupo 
with his sword, and then attacked. 

He moved quickly, as he’d been taught to do, watching everything that Lupo 
did. To attack was to put everything in and force your opponent to expose his 
own weaknesses. Alex soon landed three more blows, though none of them were 
very hard, and Lupo stepped back as if stunned. 

“Enough,” Lupo said, breathing hard and raising his sword. “I see now that I 
am the fool and that I am far from being one of the greatest swordsmen in 
Midland.” 

“You fight well,” Alex said, raising his own sword. “I think a little practice 
and advice would make the match more even.” 

“And I think I told you not to do any more dueling,” a large man with dark 
hair and a full beard and mustache said, stepping into the open area between 
Alex and Lupo. 

“Father, I. . .” Lupo began, a nervous look on his face. 

“You don’t need to say anything,” the large man said, his stern face changing 
to a smile. “It’s not often that a man gets to see such a duel, and I’m glad you 
were wise enough to use blunt swords. If this had been a real duel, I would no 
longer have a son to yell at.” 

“Father, we must have this man in our company,” Lupo said, his worried look 
disappearing into a smile. “He is the greatest swordsman I have ever 
encountered.” 

“So I see,” the man said, glancing first at Alex, and then addressing Whalen, 
who stepped up beside him. “Master Kessler, you did not tell me that your 
nephew was so great a Swordsman.” 

“He has many talents,” Whalen said. “I haven’t seen him in several years, and 
this is our first trip together. I neglected to mention his training with the sword 


because I didn’t know he had learned as much as it appears he has.” 

“T see,” the man said, glancing once more at Alex. “I think I have made a good 
agreement then, as your nephew’s sword may be of great service to us all. We 
often face bandits in the far north, and every sword is needed.” 

“I’m sure my nephew will do all he can to defend the company,” Whalen 
replied with a smile. 

“Very well. I am Lycan, master of this caravan.” He held his hand out to greet 
Alex. “You will take orders from me as long as you are part of this group.” 

“As you wish,” Alex said, taking Lycan’s hand after glancing at Whalen for 
his approval. 

“You’ve already met my son, Lupo,” Lycan said. “And his sister, Jinar, though 
we Call her Jin. You’ll meet my wife, Janet, when time allows. Welcome to the 
caravan and to our company.” 

There was a general cheer from the crowd at Lycan’s words. Alex knew that 
most of them cheered because he had defeated Lupo and not made him look a 
fool. Lupo had taken the defeat well, so the cheers didn’t trouble Alex. 

“And it looks as if you’ve met some of Lupo’s friends,” Lycan continued as 
the crowd broke apart. “Eric is a distant cousin, and my apprentice.” 

Alex glanced at Eric, the largest of the young men who had approached with 
Lupo. He had a friendly look about him, though he seemed a little shy. Alex 
smiled and tossed Eric the blunted sword. Eric caught it easily and returned the 
smile. He seemed more than a little pleased that Alex had bested Lupo with the 
blunted swords, and Alex guessed that Eric had often lost to his cousin with the 
same swords. 

“You are part of our company now, so let us eat together,” Lycan said, leading 
them away from the wagons and toward the center of the caravan’s camp. 

Alex paused for a moment to retrieve his sword from its hook and then he 
hurried after Lycan and Whalen. He saw that Lupo and Jin had both waited for 
him, and he was glad to see that they both looked happy about his and Whalen’s 
acceptance into the group. 

“You fight very well,” Lupo said, holding out his hand to Alex. 

“As do you,” Alex replied, shaking Lupo’s hand. 

“You defeated me easily,” Lupo laughed. “I felt like an untrained child.” 

“You have skill, but you need more training,” Alex said. 

“Where did you learn to fight like that?” Jin asked. 

“T’ve had many good teachers,” Alex answered, hoping to avoid any more 
questions. 

“T’ve been hoping to find someone who could help me train,” Lupo said, 
pointing Alex to one of several long tables at the center of the camp. “I have 


great hopes of becoming an adventurer someday.” 

“Don’t start talking like that,” Jin said, a mix of anger and worry in her voice. 

“Father promised he would send me to the oracle next year,” Lupo replied. 
“Adventurers do not choose themselves,” he explained to Alex as the three of 
them sat down at a table, “but must be chosen by an oracle or by some other 
magical means.” 

“Yes, I’ve heard the stories,” Alex said. 

“There is an oracle in the south of Midland, and I’ve wanted to go there for 
some time,” Lupo continued. “My father doesn’t think I should become an 
adventurer, as it can be a dangerous life. I told him that traveling in a caravan 
can also be a dangerous life, and I still want to try.” 

“So he’s made a bargain with you so you won’t run off on your own,” Alex 
said with a knowing smile. 

“My father told me if I stayed with the caravan for a year and then still wanted 
to go looking for adventures, he would send me to the oracle,” Lupo said, 
excited about the idea. “I’ve traveled with the caravan for seven months now, but 
I’ve seen little that I would call adventure.” 

“Your family hasn’t always traveled with the caravan?” Alex asked. 

“We used to live in Teslor, on the western coast of Midland,” Jin said before 
Lupo could answer. “When Father made his deal with Lupo, Mother and I 
insisted on coming along.” 

“Tt didn’t make much sense for them to remain in Teslor,” Lupo added. “My 
older brothers both travel with other caravans. In fact, one of them leads a 
caravan of his own now.” 

“But you must still have family and friends in Teslor,” Alex said, wondering 
why an entire family would leave their home and travel with a caravan. 

“A large family and many friends,” Lupo said with a laugh. “But Mother was 
tired of staying home while Father traveled, and Jin was old enough to come 
along.” 

“The caravans all have rules about bringing children along,” Jin said seriously. 
“Most caravans won’t allow anyone younger than fifteen to travel with them.” 

“That makes sense,” Alex commented. A large pot of stew was being passed 
along the table and Alex filled up his bowl. “Young children could be a problem 
while traveling.” 

“And there’s always the chance of being attacked by bandits,” Lupo added, 
helping himself to the stew. 

“Are caravans often attacked?” Alex asked. 

“Only in the far north,” Lupo said as he began to eat. “We’ve only traveled 
north once in the last seven months, and we were attacked by a small band.” 


“They were only trying to steal horses,” Jin said, passing Alex a basket of 
bread. “Father says a real attack would have been much worse.” 

“I’m sure your father is right,” Alex said, remembering his own encounters 
with bandits. “I hope we don’t run into a real attack.” 

“With you along, the bandits would be the ones in trouble,” Lupo laughed. 

“One sword could do little against a large group of bandits,” Alex said before 
he began to eat. 

Lupo and Jin both seemed unconcerned about bandit attacks, but Alex knew 
too much not to worry. Bandits, he knew, would seldom attack a large company, 
but they would try to steal horses if they could. To attack a company as large as 
this, the bandits would need to be almost an army, and Alex had never heard of a 
bandit army. 

“T’ve just had a wonderful idea,” Lupo said, his spoon halfway to his mouth. 
“You should ask your uncle to let you come to the oracle with me. Then we 
could become adventurers together, riding off to distant lands and bringing back 
bags of treasure.” 

“T’ve heard many stories of adventurers,” Alex said, smiling at Lupo’s 
suggestion. “It seems that many adventurers are often in great danger and find 
little reward.” 

“But when they do find success the rewards can be huge,” Lupo said, his eyes 
alive with excitement. 

“And if you don’t find success? If you never make it back to Midland?” Jin 
asked. 

“Each must find his own path, and live the life he was made for,” Alex said 
softly, not remembering where he had heard the words before. 

“Exactly,” Lupo said. “Each must find his own path, and I hope mine is to 
become an adventurer.” 

“Then I will hope for you,” Alex said. “Though I think my path will lead me 
further west. My uncle has had thoughts of going to Westland.” 

“Father will talk him out of it,” Jin said confidently. “Westland is full of 
trouble, and there is little profit for merchants there.” 

“Trouble?” Alex asked. 

Lupo nodded. “Worse than bandits, I hear. A few members of our company 
came from Westland, and we’ve heard some stories about what’s happening 
there.” 

“T’m sure my uncle will want to talk with anyone who has news before making 
his final decision,” Alex said. 

They finished their meal, talking of more general things. Alex liked both Lupo 
and Jin, and he felt uncomfortable not being able to tell them about himself and 


the fact that he was already an adventurer. He knew he couldn’t tell them who or 
what he was, but it bothered him just the same. He had kept his identity a secret 
before, but it had never been like this. When he had not told others who or what 
he was in the past, it was to protect them, not to protect himself. Now it was 
different, and the more he talked with Lupo and Jin, the more his words felt like 
lies. 

“T don’t know if I can keep this up,” Alex said to Whalen that night as they 
prepared to sleep next to their wagons. “I don’t like making things up about 
myself, things that aren’t true. I don’t like not telling people the truth.” 

“You don’t like living a lie,” Whalen said. 

“Yes, I suppose that’s it.” 

“Tt is never easy, even for an old man like me,” Whalen said, watching Alex as 
he spoke. “What you need to remember is the reason behind the lie. We are 
working for a greater good.” 

Alex’s head snapped up. He had heard those words before. He didn’t like the 
meaning behind those words—either then or now. 

“Yes, the same words the Brotherhood uses to make their cause seem noble— 
the greater good. You don’t like what you think those words mean.” 

“T do not.” 

“That is because you only see one side. What the Brotherhood means when 
they say those words is power for the Brotherhood and slavery for everyone 
else.” 

“That is exactly what they mean.” 

“But that is not what I mean. When I say ‘the greater good,’ I mean freedom. 
Freedom for the people of the known lands. Freedom to do what they want, and 
to become what they want.” 

“Even if they become evil?” 

“Yes, even freedom to become evil. This battle between good and evil, 
between the Brotherhood and the true wizards, is a battle between freedom and 
slavery. It is a battle we must win.” 

“T never thought about it like that.” 

“Now you have something new to think about.” 

“Yes, I do. But I still don’t like hiding who I am.” 

“T understand. New friends share their hopes and dreams, and you naturally 
want to help them. You want to give them advice and tell them where you’ve 
been and what you’ve seen. It is a difficult thing to find ourselves trapped 
between what we want to do and what we have to do.” 

“Tt seems foolish, all this sneaking around,” Alex said, looking into the night 
sky. “Jabez will know when we are close to him, so why bother trying to sneak 


up on him?” 

“He will only know when I get close,” Whalen said. “He won’t know you for 
what you are until he sees you, possibly not even then. We’ve talked about that.” 
“Yes,” Alex said, unsure if Whalen was right or not. “If we remain together, 

however, he will know when we approach.” 

Whalen didn’t reply, and soon it sounded like he had gone to sleep. 

Alex remained gazing up at the sky. His thoughts weren’t on the stars, or on 
the lie that he had to live. His thoughts were far away on a hidden island, where 
Salinor, the oldest of all dragons, maybe the oldest of all living things, made his 
home. Was it the fact that Alex was part dragon that was making it hard for 
Whalen and perhaps impossible for Jabez to see him for what he was? Was the 
magic of dragons so different than the magic of wizards? Alex wasn’t sure, even 
though he’d used both wizard and dragon magic. Perhaps Salinor would be able 
to tell him. 

It happened slowly, but eventually Alex’s mind seemed to leave the circle of 
wagons behind, drifting back across the sea to Eastland. He let his thoughts go, 
knowing where they would lead him, and hoping for an easy answer. His 
thoughts moved quickly over the water, but not any water in Jarro. 

After a time, Alex found himself standing near the secret cave on the Isle of 
Bones, calling out in his dragon voice to his friend. 

“You have traveled far in thought,” Salinor said, his giant silver head lifting as 
he looked at Alex. 

“T have questions,” Alex said, unsure if he dared ask them. 

“Yes, I can see that. I see your mind more clearly than your wizard friend, and 
I understand it better.” 

“Then you already know what I would ask.” 

“Yes,” Salinor answered, his voice deep and thoughtful as always. “Dragon 
magic and wizard magic are both the same and different, though not in the ways 
you might think.” 

“Then is there a way? Is there a way I can hide myself and my power from 
another wizard?” 

“You already know the answer is yes,” Salinor said, his giant head tilting to 
one side as he spoke. “You still think with the mind of a man, so you do not see 
things as clearly as a dragon would. If you thought like a dragon, you would 
already know the answers to your questions.” 

“But I don’t know how to think like a dragon. All my life I’ve thought like a 
human.” 

“There have been times when you acted without thinking. You knew what to 
do by instinct alone, and at those times you were very close to thinking as a 


dragon.” 

“Yes, I remember. Can you help me? Help me to think like a dragon but 
remain a man?” 

“T can help you, though it will be difficult, as I have never thought like a 
man,” Salinor replied with a booming laugh. “Let us begin.” 
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The next morning Alex woke early. He had learned a great deal from Salinor, 
but he still had a long way to go in his learning. He knew now that there was a 
way for him to hide himself from another wizard, but it wouldn’t be easy. He had 
to practice thinking like a dragon, letting go the ifs and whens of human thought, 
and living more in the moment. Living in the moment was how Alex thought of 
dragons, but there was more. Dragons lived each moment as if that moment was 
all that mattered. At the same time, however, dragons looked at the future and 
the past as they were also part of the moment. Alex had a difficult time thinking 
of the future and the past as part of the present moment. It became harder still 
when thinking about what might happen in the future seemed more important to 
him than what had happened in the past. 

There was little time for Alex to practice his dragon thinking. The caravan was 
preparing to move. He and Whalen ate breakfast with the rest of the company, 
and then organized their wagons. Alex had been assigned to ride north with 
Lupo and half a dozen others. They were to scout the road ahead to make sure 
the path was clear and that there were no bandits that might attack the caravan. 
This far south, bandits were not a large concern, but Alex kept his eyes open just 
the same. 

By midday they had ridden several miles north of the caravan. There was little 
to report. The road was good and there were no signs of bandits. Alex and the 
others stopped to eat in the early afternoon and Lupo asked Alex to tell them one 
of the stories he’d heard about adventurers. Alex wasn’t sure what to say and 
would have preferred not to tell any story at all. The other members of the 
scouting group joined Lupo in calling for a story, however, so Alex told them the 
first part of his own first adventure. He was careful to make sure it sounded like 
a story he had heard and not something he had actually done. 

By the time they had finished their meal, Alex had gotten as far as his first 
battle with the three-legged troll and the discovery of the troll’s cave. Lupo and 
the others thought the story was a good one, and made Alex promise to tell them 
the rest when there was time. Alex agreed, but he wasn’t happy about it. His 
feelings about living a lie had not changed, and the story he had just told felt like 


the biggest lie of all. 

“T’ve been told that trolls often keep large amounts of treasure,” Lupo said as 
they started riding north again. 

“The story says there was a fair amount of treasure in the troll’s cave,” Alex 
said. “Still, stories often say more than is true.” 

“And sometimes less,” one of the men with them commented. 

“You tell the story well,” Lupo said, glancing at Alex as they rode. “You made 
me feel like I was there with the young adventurer.” 

“And glad to be here in the warm sun,” another of the men joked. “A three- 
legged troll is nothing to laugh about, not if you’ve ever seen one.” 

“Have you ever seen one?” Lupo asked, looking over his shoulder at the man. 

“T’ve seen trolls with two legs, and that is more than enough,” the man 
answered. “I have heard that a troll with three legs is both meaner and faster than 
a troll with two.” 

“A two-legged troll moves fast enough,” another man said with a laugh. 

“Are there many trolls in Midland?” Alex asked. 

“T’ve never seen any, but I’ve heard stories,” Lupo said. “Some stories say that 
the trolls travel in bands, while others claim that they are slaves to the goblins.” 

“Are there goblins in Midland?” Alex asked, remembering his encounters with 
the evil creatures. 

“Not that I know of,” Lupo said, glancing around to see if any of the men 
knew differently. “The stories about goblins come mostly from Westland, which 
is one of the reasons there is so much trouble there now.” 

“T would guess so,” Alex said. “Many stories of adventure involve goblins, 
and from what I’ve heard, they are a terrible enemy to face.” 

“Well, we shouldn’t have to worry about that,” Lupo said. “The worst we are 
likely to meet are bandits, and I would hope only small numbers of them.” 

They rode through the afternoon. Now and then two or three of them would 
ride to a nearby hill so they could get a better view of the land around them. 
About three hours after they had eaten, they started looking for a campsite. Alex 
thought this could be difficult, because they had to have space for all the wagons 
and horses in the caravan, but it proved easy to find. They happened upon a large 
meadow and it was clear that many caravans had traveled this way before. 

The main caravan came into view as the sun was setting. The movement of the 
caravan was well planned, and Lupo explained how it worked to Alex as they 
waited at the campsite. Each morning riders left the caravan to scout the road 
ahead. If there was anything to report or trouble, they would hurry back to the 
main body. If there wasn’t any trouble to report, they would wait at the campsite 
for the rest of the caravan to catch up. Normally the caravan camped for the 


night a few miles from the next city they would stop at. The next morning, the 
leader of the caravan would ride with a few others to the city and get permission 
for the caravan to set up outside the city’s walls. Once permission was granted, 
the caravan would move the last few miles to the city. Once they were set up 
they would stay for three days or more, selling their goods and trading for what 
they needed. 

“Few cities would ever deny permission to a caravan,” Lupo said. “The trade 
is important to them, and the cities often profit as much as we do.” 

It made sense, and Alex could see why most cities would be happy to have the 
caravans arrive. They would be able to obtain things that they could not get 
anywhere else, and news from places they might never go. They would be 
entertained by the actors and acrobats that traveled with the caravan, and have a 
chance to see exotic animals that were uncommon in Midland—or everywhere 
else for that matter. Alex could see that Whalen’s decision to join a caravan had 
been a good one. They could travel in safety, collecting news and rumors from 
far-off places, and not draw any attention to themselves. 

“That story Lupo was trying to tell at dinnertime sounded familiar to me,” 
Whalen said, as he and Alex were preparing for bed. 

“Yes, well...” Alex replied, unsure if Whalen was upset or just teasing him. 

“The part of the young adventurer seems to have grown since the last time I 
heard the tale,” Whalen went on with a slight smile. 

“Lupo did add a few things in his telling,” Alex said, relieved that Whalen was 
smiling. 

“What brought that story up, if you don’t mind my asking?” 

“Lupo thinks he would like to be an adventurer. When we stopped for lunch, 
he asked me to tell him a story about adventurers—you know, something I’d 
heard. The other men joined in, calling for a story, and well, that one just came 
out.” 

“No harm done,” Whalen said, sitting down on his blankets. “Still, you might 
be a little more careful in which stories you decide to tell. Stories about you, 
even if nobody knows they are about you, can be dangerous.” 

“How so?” 

“Hearing a story about you, or rather, about a young adventurer who did so 
much, might bring you to mind. It could make certain people think about you, 
and who you know, and what you’ve done in the past. They might not connect 
you to that young adventurer, but it could make them think.” 

“T see. I suppose that some people know about my connection to you as well. 
Some people might suspect that I’m helping you if they were to hear a story 
about me, that is.” 


“Tt’s possible. I’m sure our enemies in the Brotherhood know a great deal 
more about you than you might think. They aren’t fools, after all. They would 
want to know as much as possible about you, just in case.” 

“TIl keep that in mind if I tell any more stories.” 

“Now,” Whalen said, taking out his pipe, “I need you to tell me a story.” 

“What story?” Alex asked, surprised. 

“T need to know what happened in Nezza, and what, if anything, you’ve 
learned about our enemies.” 

Alex was silent for a few minutes thinking about his last adventure and 
deciding what was important and what wasn’t. Whalen didn’t hurry him and 
didn’t ask questions as Alex told him everything. It took him a long time to 
explain everything that had happened and what he had discovered in Nezza. 
When he’d finished, Whalen sat with his eyes closed for several minutes, deep in 
thought. 

“Tt seems you have a dangerous enemy,” Whalen finally said. “I don’t think 
we need to worry about Magnus at the moment, but this Gaylan person interests 
me. We will need to be careful of him, I think.” 

“T don’t think he’s in charge of the Brotherhood, but I’m sure he’s important . . 
. in the organization, I mean.” 

“No, not in charge, but certainly in direct contact with the person who is in 
charge. If we could find and track Gaylan . . .” 

Whalen trailed off, but Alex didn’t need him to go on. It was clear. If they 
could track Gaylan then they could find the head of the Brotherhood. If they 
could find the head of the Brotherhood, they could put an end to the evil the 
Brotherhood was causing. Only one person was in charge of the Brotherhood, 
and that person was powerful enough to control the other members of the group. 
Other members that were, perhaps, throughout all the known lands. 

Alex didn’t sleep much that night. His thoughts about the Brotherhood 
troubled him. When he was finally able to push those thoughts away, he tried to 
relax his mind and think more like a dragon, but he lay awake for a long time, 
and it was nearly sunrise before he allowed himself to rest and sleep. 





After breakfast, Lycan rode off with a few other members of the caravan to get 
permission to move closer to the city. Alex watched them ride away and wasn’t 
surprised when Lupo came looking for him. 

“We have until midday at least,” Lupo said. “I thought we might use some of 
that time to practice with the blunt swords.” 

“Will your father be angry?” Alex asked. 


“This isn’t dueling—this is training,” Lupo laughed. 

Alex agreed, and was pleased to see that Lupo was not alone in his desire to 
learn. Several of the young men from the caravan came to watch them practice, 
and Alex made a point of getting them all involved. While it would have been 
easier to just teach Lupo, he thought that training them all might be more 
helpful. If they were attacked on the road they would be better prepared to 
defend themselves and the caravan. 

When Lycan returned to their camp, Alex had several of the young men paired 
up and practicing with each other. He was walking around the group, observing 
their skills and making suggestions or demonstrating what they were doing 
wrong. Lycan sat on his horse watching for several minutes before riding over to 
them with a smile on his face. 

“You could have waited until I could join in,” Lycan said with a laugh. 

“In the future we will,” Alex said. 

“No, it is better this way,” Lycan said. “I have many things to do and little 
time to learn new things.” 

“You should try to join us, Father,” Lupo said, walking up beside Alex. “With 
a few months of this training, we will be ready for any enemy we might meet on 
the road.” 

“T doubt we will meet anything we cannot handle now,” Lycan said, smiling 
down at his son. “Still, it is good to be prepared for anything, so I will try to join 
in when I can.” 

The afternoon was busy. Setting up tents and getting all of the wagons in place 
took a lot of work. By the time the evening meal was prepared, the caravan was 
almost ready to start trading with the city. It had been a long day for Alex, and he 
had not been able to relax his mind as much as he had hoped he would. 

That night Alex spent some more time trying to think like a dragon, trying to 
understand everything Salinor had told him. Now and then he thought he might 
be getting close to thinking like a dragon, but he was never sure. He might have 
been thinking like a dragon for a moment, but something would always distract 
him just as he was almost there—dogs barking in the night, unknown noises 
from the city, even the sound of wild animals moving outside the camp. It 
seemed that the smallest thing would break into his thoughts, and Alex knew that 
he’d never think like a dragon if he couldn’t keep his focus while allowing those 
things to happen around him. 

Everyone was up and moving early the next morning. There was much to be 
done before they started trading with the people in the city, and everyone had 
something to do. Alex helped Whalen set up their tables, asking questions about 
the goods Whalen had brought with them. Whalen explained everything in a low 


voice so that only Alex would hear what he was saying. Alex was supposed to be 
his apprentice, after all, and should have already known most of what Whalen 
was telling him. 

The company ate breakfast, and then Lycan gave the order to move some of 
the wagons. The wagons that were moved were the ones closest to the city gates, 
and had only been placed there to keep the people of the city out until everything 
was ready. Alex was surprised by how many people were already waiting outside 
the circle of wagons, and he guessed that it had been some time since a caravan 
had come this way. 

Alex worked with Whalen all morning, surprised by how good a salesman 
Whalen turned out to be. Whalen would call out to the people who passed, 
letting them know exactly what it was he had to sell. It didn’t hurt that Whalen 
sold things at a good price, and would often let people argue his prices down. 
Alex didn’t think that Whalen was going to make any money on this journey, but 
then again, they hadn’t come to Jarro to make money. 

They spent four days at this small city, before the caravan prepared to move 
on. Once again Alex would be riding ahead of the caravan, but this time the next 
city was two days away instead of one. They were still far south of any likely 
trouble, but Alex stayed alert for any signs of danger. He wasn’t looking just for 
possible trouble for the caravan; he was looking for anything that might be 
trouble for Whalen and himself. 

So it went as the caravan moved north and a bit west along the ancient roads 
of Midland. They stopped at every city on the road, and they encountered no 
trouble. The crowds were always happy to see them, and to Alex’s surprise he 
was able to learn a great deal about what was happening in Midland and in 
Westland. 

It was a happy time for Alex, even as busy as he was. He continued to teach 
Lupo and the others how to use the sword, and was pleased that they all seemed 
to be learning quickly. He also continued to practice thinking like a dragon and 
working his dragon magic. He wouldn’t do anything that would be noticed, but 
using only his dragon magic took more concentration than he’d thought it would. 
Two things continued to trouble him, however; he had to continue pretending to 
be something he wasn’t—and Whalen. 

Whalen was talking less than usual, and he seemed to have something on his 
mind all the time. The old wizard looked tired, even early in the morning, and 
Alex wasn’t sure that his friend was sleeping at all. Whenever Alex asked him, 
Whalen would smile and say it was nothing, but Alex knew that wasn’t true. 

After almost two months of travel, Alex found something else to worry about. 

Riding ahead of the caravan, scouting their path as he often did with Lupo and 


several others, he noticed some unusual tracks. When he first saw them, he felt 
confused, but after a closer inspection, he was sure of what they were. 

“Goblins,” Alex said, wiping dirt from his hands. “Ten at least. Maybe as 
many as twenty, moving west.” 

“How can you be sure?” Lupo asked. 

“These tracks were made by iron shoes,” Alex said, following the tracks with 
his eyes. “Goblin soldiers either wear iron shoes or no shoes at all.” 

“Ten or twenty goblins won’t bother the caravan,” one of the men commented 
from his horse. 

“You don’t know that,” another man said. “Goblins are fierce. They could be a 
danger to the caravan. Maybe a danger to the nearby cities as well.” 

“Tf there really are only ten or twenty goblins, the caravan should be able to 
handle them,” Alex said, climbing back into his saddle. “But this could be a 
scouting party for a much larger force, or perhaps a small group of raiders.” 

“You think there are more of them?” Lupo asked. 

“T don’t know,” Alex said, considering what he knew about goblins. “I don’t 
think twenty goblins would be moving in country like this alone.” 

“But they’re moving west, and our path lies to the north,” Lupo said 
nervously. 

“They were going west when they crossed the road,” Alex corrected. “That 
was before dawn this morning. Where have they gone now?” 

Lupo thought for a moment. “Tonlar, ride back and tell my father what we’ve 
found,” he said. “Alex, you and I will follow these tracks to see if they change 
directions or meet others. The rest of you, continue along the road, but be 
careful.” 

The men all nodded and Tonlar turned his horse around and headed back to the 
caravan. Alex smiled at Lupo and started off along the trail the goblins had left. 
If the tracks continued to the west there would be little to worry about, but if 
they turned north, there could be trouble. 

For most of that afternoon Alex and Lupo followed the goblin tracks, but they 
continued to move almost due west. No other tracks met the ones they were 
following, and Alex felt certain that the goblins had not joined with any others. 
Still, it was strange to see goblin tracks in Midland, and Alex felt unsettled the 
rest of the day. 

Later that night when Whalen and Alex were alone, Whalen asked, “You are 
certain they were goblins?” 

“T know goblin tracks when I see them,” Alex said. 

“And you followed them west,” Whalen said thoughtfully. 

“For more than ten miles,” Alex said, stretching his legs. 


“A pity you didn’t track them east as well,” Whalen said, sitting down on his 
own blankets. 

“Why? They were moving west.” 

“This group was going west, but I wonder where they came from. I’ve never 
heard of goblins in Midland, and this news worries me. Goblins don’t often cross 
seas to reach new lands, so I have to wonder where this group came from.” 

“You think Jabez has something to do with it?” Alex said, considering the 
possibilities. 

“T’m certain of it. He is moving faster than I thought he would, faster than I 
hoped he would.” 

“Moving toward what?” 

“Open war, perhaps. I’m not sure what his plans are, but I’m sure he wants to 
control all of Jarro before he’s done.” 

“You believe the goblins are working for him. I didn’t think goblins would 
serve a human.” 

“He’s not just a human, but a wizard. And not just a wizard, but a dark wizard. 
They will serve him as long as they see some profit in it.” 

“Then perhaps we should move faster. I know you want to keep as quiet as 
you can and stay out of sight, but if Jabez is ready to declare open war...” 

“Not yet,” Whalen said, his voice soft. “He’s not ready yet, we still have 
time.” 

Alex didn’t like Whalen’s answer, but he didn’t argue. Whalen knew what he 
was doing, and he had a strong magical connection to Jabez. If Whalen felt that 
Jabez wasn’t ready for open war, then Alex felt certain that Whalen was right. 
Without saying anything more, Alex rolled into his blankets and went to sleep. 

The next day they moved north once more, stopping a few miles from the next 
city the caravan would visit. There were no more signs of goblins, and Alex 
hoped that there wouldn’t be. He’d dealt with goblins before, and he knew how 
dangerous they could be. He thought about changing his sword, putting away the 
fine blade that Mr. Blackburn had sold him and replacing it with Moon Slayer, 
his own magic sword. He knew the goblins would be afraid of his magic sword, 
and that fear alone might be enough to save the caravan if they ran into trouble, 
but he also knew that using Moon Slayer would call unwanted attention to his 
and Whalen’s quest. 

Happily for Alex, there was no news of goblins in or around the city they 
arrived at the next day. The days turned into weeks, and after three weeks and 
five more cities, Alex had almost forgotten the goblin tracks he had found. The 
caravan was almost as far north as they would go, approaching the sea. When 
they came to the sea they would turn due west, and move across the northern 


part of Midland before starting south once more. Alex knew he and Whalen 
would be leaving the caravan soon and starting off for Westland. He was sad to 
leave the caravan. He had enjoyed it more than he’d thought he would. He had 
made a great many friends in the company, and it would be hard to say good-bye 
to them all. 

Whalen, Alex noticed, was still quiet and unhappy, though he still said that 
nothing was wrong. Alex knew something was very wrong, and that Whalen was 
keeping it from him so he wouldn’t worry. Alex also noticed that Whalen, apart 
from just looking worn and tired, now and then seemed a little confused. Whalen 
had always been alert and full of energy, and the change troubled Alex more and 
more. He kept a close watch on his friend, hoping that Whalen was just worried 
about what lay ahead. 


(CHAPTER NINE 


THE FMPTY VILLAGE 
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The caravan approached the village of Welding. It was a small village, but it 
was important to all the caravans that traveled this way. Welding was on the 
coast and also where the main road split. One road went north, and caravans 
crossing Midland to the north would follow it. Alex and Whalen’s caravan 
would take the other road, called the lower crossing. The lower crossing was 
considered safer to travel, as it never entered the wilder, bandit-filled lands of the 
far north. 

Welding was different from most other villages for another reason. Every 
caravan along this route would stop for the night there, even though it was a 
small village and not really a place for trade. But oftentimes goods were shipped 
to the harbor at Welding and would be waiting for the caravan to arrive. 
Occasionally goods from the caravan would be sent by ship south from Welding 
as well. Lupo told Alex all about Welding, and that there were three other 
villages just like it, forming a kind of square around what might be called the 
comers of Midland. 

It wasn’t yet noon when Alex and the other scouts arrived at the edge of a 
small wood. Here the road turned toward the sea, dropping down into a shallow 
valley where the village stood. Alex was in front, leading the group. A quick 
look at the village in the valley told Alex that something was wrong. He held up 
his hand so the others would stop before they all rode out of the trees. He didn’t 
know exactly what was wrong, but he thought it best not to have them out in the 
open where they would be seen. 

“What’s the matter?” Lupo asked, riding up beside Alex. 

“The village,” Alex said. “It’s not right.” 

“Tt looks the same as it did last time we were here,” Lupo said without 
concern. 

“T don’t see any people,” Alex said. “And there’s no smoke from cooking 
fires.” 

Lupo looked down at the village without saying anything. His face had 
become stern, and his eyes searched the valley and village for any sign of life. 
After a more than a minute of looking and not seeing anything at all, Lupo 


turned to the rest of the scouts. 

“Be ready for anything,” Lupo said. “Spread out on the road and leave some 
space between each other. If this is a trap, let’s not make it easy for anyone to 
catch us all.” 

The others understood what Lupo was saying, and with a nod Lupo and Alex 
started forward. Alex heard the men behind him checking their weapons, but he 
wasn’t sure weapons would be needed. If this was a trap, the important thing was 
that at least one of them got away to warn the caravan. He kept his eyes moving, 
searching for anything that was out of place. His mind started plotting, and he 
couldn’t help thinking that if this was a trap the wooded area they had just ridden 
through would be the best place for attackers to hide. 

There was no movement in the village as they approached, and the only sound 
was a Slight breeze blowing in from the sea. It wasn’t until he and Lupo had 
ridden to the edge of the village that they saw the first sign of trouble. A body 
was lying in a ditch at the side of the road, and from the look of him Alex 
guessed the man had been dead for three or four days. 

Lupo motioned with his hand, and the other scouts closed in around him. They 
all saw the body, but they didn’t speak. Alex let his magic reach out, looking for 
any signs of life in the village, hoping that things weren’t as bad as he feared. 
There was nothing for his magic to find, or at least nothing living. The village 
was empty. 

“Gareth, ride back and tell my father what we’ve found,” Lupo ordered. “Jon, 
Eric—Parlasea is the nearest city along the north road, half a day’s hard ride at 
least. Make the best time you can, and let them know as well. Be careful.” 

“And the rest of us?” a man named Walsh asked. 

“We’ll search the village for any survivors,” Lupo answered, desperate hope in 
his voice. “Use caution. If there are survivors they might fear us or even attack 
us.” 

“And if there are no survivors?” Walsh asked in a troubled voice. 

“Then we’ll start digging graves,” Lupo answered. 

Gareth rode off at top speed, wanting to bring Lycan and the caravan forward 
as quickly as possible. Jon and Eric moved at a solid gallop, but Alex knew that 
however fast they reached the city, it would be at least a day before any help 
came from there. Alex and the rest of the group moved into the village quietly, 
nervous and afraid of what they might find. 

Alex, Lupo, and the three remaining members of their group stayed close 
together. With a great deal of caution, they searched every building from top to 
bottom. They found a dozen more bodies, and Alex made a note that all were 
men, and they all looked to be between the ages of eighteen and maybe forty 


years old. There were no women, no children, and no old people. 

A small hope blossomed in Alex’s mind. Perhaps the women and children had 
somehow escaped. The hope didn’t last long as he helped to carry thirteen dead 
men to the small cemetery just north of the village and realized that if there were 
no dead women or children it had to be because whoever had done this wanted 
the women and children alive. Alex’s mind started looking for answers, and he 
didn’t like any of the answers his brain came up with. He tried and failed to push 
the dark thoughts away and started digging. 

The work of digging graves didn’t force his dark thoughts away, but it did help 
him to focus his mind. It was possible, he reasoned, that most of the villagers 
could have escaped. They might have seen this trouble coming and fled, leaving 
behind only a few men to try to defend their village. 

“If that is the case, where are they now?” Alex’s O’Gash asked. “Once the 
trouble was over, they would have returned to their village. They would have at 
least buried their own dead.” 

Alex didn’t have any answers. He turned the problem over in his mind, trying 
to find some way that the villagers might have escaped. Escaped and not 
returned to bury their dead. Something evil had happened here, and Alex was 
already thinking that Jabez was involved. But why Jabez would do something 
like this, Alex had no idea at all. 

“What do you think happened here?” Alex finally asked Lupo as they took a 
break from digging. 

“Pirates,” Lupo answered without hesitation. “They often raid small villages 
and towns near the coast. They can get supplies, and sometimes they get a few 
men who are willing to join them.” 

“You say this happens often?” Alex asked. 

“Well, not that often,” Lupo said. “Raiding towns and villages can cause 
trouble, once word gets out. Ships are warned, as are all the other towns and 
villages along the coast, and at least those nearby will be on guard. This, 
however, is strange.” 

“Strange how?” Alex asked, already suspecting the answer. 

“So many dead. Pirates don’t often kill, at least not when they raid a village or 
town. They may kill one or two people if they have to, but we’ve found thirteen 
bodies. That seems like a lot for a small village like Welding.” 

“And we’ve found no survivors.” 

“Yes, that as well. Pirates will sometimes resort to kidnapping. They will hold 
a person—or perhaps a family—for ransom if they think they can get a good 
price for them.” 

“But an entire village?” 


“No, I’ve never heard of that. If they took the entire village, who would be left 
to pay the ransom? It doesn’t make any kind of sense.” 

They didn’t say any more as they went back to digging. Alex could see that 
Lupo was as troubled as he was about what they had found—and what they had 
not found. Alex thought Lupo was right about the ransom idea. If pirates had 
taken everyone in the village, hoping to get paid for their return, who would 
pay? If the caravan hadn’t been traveling this way, who would even know that 
the village was missing? 

“Someone would find out, sooner or later,” Alex’s O’Gash said. 

Later might be what the attackers hoped for , Alex answered. 

Alex paused in his digging to look at the village. The village was mostly made 
up of houses, and only had two or three public buildings. There were several 
large warehouses near the harbor, but they were separated from the village by a 
hundred feet of open ground. Alex guessed that at least a hundred to a hundred 
and fifty people had lived here. With only thirteen dead, that would leave a 
minimum of eighty-seven, far too many to take them all away on a single ship. 

Alex’s thoughts were interrupted by trumpets suddenly sounding from the hill 
to the north of the village. A large number of armed men on horseback came 
sweeping into the valley. Alex and the others stopped their work, gathering 
together once more. Lupo moved forward, holding up his open right hand as a 
sign of peace. 

Most of the riders moved through the village and down to the warehouses and 
harbor area. A dozen men quickly encircled Lupo and the others. They looked to 
be soldiers, and their movements were well ordered. They didn’t say anything 
for a minute or more, just looking at Alex and his companions. Finally, the man 
who appeared to be in command lifted his own right hand as Lupo had done. 

“T see our comrades didn’t have far to go before they found you,” Lupo said. 

“Not far,” the commander answered. “I am Teamor. Who are you, and why 
have you come here?” 

“I am Lupo. We are scouts for the caravan of my father, Lycan of Tresland. We 
are traveling north, though we mean to take the lower crossing to the west.” 

“So your messengers have told us,” Teamor said, lowering his hand. “How 
long before your caravan will arrive?” 

“They should be here before the sun sets,” Lupo said. 

“They will be welcome and considered friends, as are you all,” Teamor 
answered. “In evil times it is good to meet men of honor, like yourselves.” 

“Our honor is in our deeds, in our words, and in our lives,” Lupo said. 

Alex looked at Lupo. His words seemed to be memorized; some code or 
special ceremony that Alex didn’t know anything about. It was the right thing to 


say and it rang true, but Alex was slightly concerned. Whalen hadn’t mentioned 
anything about special words or codes when meeting with soldiers or even 
armed men. Did Whalen know about this and had simply forgotten to mention it, 
or was this something Whalen knew nothing about? 

The moment passed, and Alex hoped he would have time to ask Lupo about 
the words he had said. The soldiers took over the work of digging graves, and 
Alex and his companions were invited to join the commander for the midday 
meal. 

Once things were in order and Alex and the others had taken their places, 
Teamor told them what had happened in the village, or at least what he knew. 
The villagers kept watch on the harbor, and they had seen the raiding ship long 
before it came to their small port. This was not the first time that pirates had 
come looking for supplies and water. Most of the people from the village had 
gone into the hills to the north, while thirty of the men had remained behind. It 
was almost a custom here in Welding for the men to bargain with the pirates, 
trading with them so they could get what they needed without causing any real 
trouble for the village. 

“Such things have happened so often in the past that the villagers were not 
troubled or afraid,” Teamor said. “I fear that will change in the future.” 

Things seemed to be going as they should, as they had many times in the past, 
but then something went wrong. The pirates had suddenly attacked. The people 
in the hills had seen them when they started killing the men of the village. Fear 
had filled them, and without waiting to see what the pirates would do, they had 
fled. 

“They came to Parlasea three nights ago, and if things had been ready as they 
should have—” Teamor shook his head. “We should have been here sooner, and 
in future we will be.” 

“This has happened to other villages?” Lupo asked, seeing the look on 
Teamor’s face. 

“Not to any nearby,” Teamor answered. “But word has come of similar things 
happening in the far north and the west. We should have expected something to 
happen close, but it is hard to imagine evils close to home when stories come 
from far away.” 

“Nobody wants to believe evil stories, but all too often they’re true,” Alex 
said, more to himself than to anyone else. 

“Yes,” Teamor agreed. “And there are other stories you should hear, stories of 
dangers on the inland roads. I doubt that a full caravan will find any trouble, but 
your scouts or anyone wandering too far off might.” 

“What stories?” Lupo asked, concerned. 


“T will speak to your father when he arrives,” Teamor answered. “Bandits have 
long been a problem in the north, as I’m sure you know. It seems that of late they 
have moved farther south as well.” 

“T’m sure my father will welcome any information you can share,” Lupo said. 

The caravan appeared well before sunset. Lycan, hearing the news of what had 
happened in Welding, had hurried them forward. The men of the caravan were 
well armed and alert when they came rolling into the valley, but there was no 
need. Lycan was quick to discover all that had happened, and after only a few 
minutes of putting the caravan in order, he went off with Teamor to talk 
privately. 

Alex wanted to have a private talk with Whalen, but with all the commotion of 
the caravan’s arrival and getting set up for the night he wasn’t able to. Finally, 
after taking care of his assigned duties, Alex walked toward the harbor alone. He 
wanted to think. He was looking for answers about what had happened here and 
why. Most of all, he was worried about the future and the adventure that he and 
Whalen were on. He was sitting at the end of the dock looking out at the 
darkening sea when Lupo came looking for him. 

“You seem troubled,” Lupo said softly. “I understand that what happened here 
wasn’t pleasant, but you seem to be taking it harder than you should.” 

“And how hard should I take it?” Alex asked. 

“Well, I—” Lupo started and stopped. “I just mean that, well...” 

“What?” Alex asked. “Speak your mind. I won’t be offended.” 

“Today was bad, I know that. Still, it seems to me that you’ve been in a dark 
mood for many days now, and the further north we’ve traveled, the darker your 
mood seems to get,” Lupo said. “It’s like you’re waiting for something you hope 
will not come.” 

“Are my thoughts so open to you?” Alex asked in surprise. 

Alex thought that he had been hiding his feelings. He believed that his 
concerns about the future, about Whalen, and about his eventual meeting with 
Jabez were known only to himself. 

“You don’t hide your worries as easily as you think,” Lupo answered. “I don’t 
know what your troubles are, but I can see them in your face. I can hear the echo 
of them in the laughter you use to hide them.” 

“Today was bad, but it is not the cause of my troubles. It is the future that 
worries me, a future that I cannot see or even guess at.” 

“Only an oracle can see the future, and even they cannot see all. Don’t let the 
unknown drag you down in worry. Look to the future with hope.” 

“T have hope. It’s just—” 

“Just that you’re thinking of adventure. I suspect that since I told you of my 


dream to become an adventurer, you’ve had some thoughts about your own 
future as a merchant.” 

Alex was surprised by Lupo’s guess. It wasn’t what he had expected his friend 
to say, and it missed the truth completely. Still, he couldn’t tell Lupo what was 
really bothering him, and the thought of becoming an adventurer was as good a 
cover story as anything. 

“Being a merchant seems a dull life,” Alex said. “I wish I had some idea of 
what my future holds.” 

“T thought as much. Perhaps I can help you.” 

“Have you become an oracle, able to predict my fate?” Alex joked. 

“Nothing as grand as that. I do, however, know of something that might help. 
It is a place we will pass as we travel to the west, a place that many people claim 
is magical.” 

“What place is that?” Alex asked, interested. 

“A cave. There are some who claim that if you sleep in this magical cave you 
will have visions of your future.” 

“Some who claim,’” Alex repeated. “Do you make this claim? Have you slept 
in this cave?” 

“T’ve promised not to name those I know who believe. And I know that the 
cave doesn’t bring visions to everyone.” 

“You’ve tried it yourself, haven’t you?” 

“The last time we passed this way,” Lupo admitted. “I had no visions or 
dreams. Still, those who claim to have seen their future seem happier for it. 
Perhaps you will have the dreams and find the answers you seek.” 

“T don’t suppose there is any harm in trying,” Alex said, his mind catching on 
a new hope. If such a place as this magical cave was along their path, it might be 
useful for his current quest. He didn’t know if he would find any answers, but 
there was a chance that he might. 

“Tt’s at least ten days before we get there. The cave is hard to find, but I’d be 
willing to guide you, if you want to try it.” 

Alex agreed, even though his reasons why were not what Lupo thought. Lupo 
seemed happy to have helped his friend, and that helped Alex feel happy as well. 

Later that night, when most of the caravan had gone to sleep, Alex had a 
chance to talk with Whalen. At first the old wizard simply listened to what Alex 
had to say and his thoughts about what had happened at Welding. Alex still 
thought that Jabez was somehow involved, but he still hadn’t determined how. 

“Tt’s just a small village, and far away from the land Jabez is trying to 
control,” Alex said. “I don’t see why he would care about such a place.” 

“Of course he cares about this place,” Whalen answered, as if it was all 


perfectly clear. “You’re not thinking like an evil wizard, Alex. You’re not 
thinking of how the Brotherhood works and gains power.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“You were in Nezza, and you saw how things were done there. Lies, rumors, 
mistrust—those are the weapons of the Brotherhood. That is how they divide 
people, make them afraid, and unsure of who they can trust.” 

“That’s true. Still, the east side of Midland is a long way from Westland. Why 
would Jabez already be spreading his lies and rumors here?” 

“Tt’s never too soon to spread the seeds of doubt. Never too early to kindle the 
fires of fear that he will use to his advantage later. I have no doubt that Jabez is 
behind this trouble—and a great deal more, unless I miss my guess.” 

“Ts there nothing we can do? Can’t we at least warn people about what Jabez is 
up to?” 

“Who would we warn? Who would believe us? As you said, Westland is far 
away, the troubles there are not the troubles of Midland. Few in Midland would 
believe any such warning of a coming evil, and those who might believe us are 
not in a position to do anything about it.” 

“Then I suppose all we can do is go on as we are, and reach Westland as soon 
as possible,” Alex said with a sigh. 

“If we achieve that, then we will be able to do more,” Whalen said. 
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The days passed slowly as the caravan moved away from the village of 
Welding. There was sadness for what had happened in the village, and fear had 
touched all of their hearts. If such things could happen in Welding, what other 
evils might already be spreading over the land? Alex could see that Whalen was 
right and that this was exactly what Jabez and the Brotherhood wanted. 
Spreading fear and worry was the whole reason Welding had been attacked, and 
the plan was working. 

“There’s nothing we can do about it right now,” Whalen said. “But it might be 
turned to good before the end.” 

“How could something so evil be turned to good?” Alex asked. 

“Tt will wake people up, make them more aware of the trouble that is coming. 
Yes, it will make them less trustful of strangers, but it may, I hope, make them 
more watchful as well.” 

“And people who are watchful will make it harder for Jabez and his minions to 
do more harm.” 

“We can hope so.” 

Hope. Hope was all Alex had right now. They were still moving slowly toward 
Westland, and there wasn’t much he could actually do to fight the growing 
darkness. Jabez remained free to act as he wished, a fact that troubled Alex more 
and more as the days passed. It seemed unfair. Jabez should be afraid—he 
should be the one taking care and worrying about the future. 

He must know that Whalen is on his way , Alex said to himself. 

“Perhaps he does not care,” Alex’s O’Gash answered. “Perhaps he does not 
fear Whalen Vankin at all.” 

Alex thought about that. It would be incredibly foolish of Jabez to not at least 
account for Whalen’s opposition to his plans. Jabez couldn’t be that foolish, and 
the Brotherhood would not be that foolish, but what did that mean for Alex and 
Whalen? 

“He is taunting you. Trying to draw Whalen out before his plans are ready,” 
his O’Gash said. “If Jabez can get Whalen to act before he is fully prepared, that 
would gain him and whoever is with him a great advantage.” 


“So Whalen must not act too soon,” Alex said softly. “I must help him to wait 
until we are ready.” 

Alex knew what he said was true, but he didn’t like it. Waiting was always 
hard for him, and waiting while other people were being hurt was harder still. 
Whalen seemed ready and willing to wait, but now Alex understood how much 
this slow approach to Westland troubled his friend. Whalen knew that this was 
his and Alex’s best chance for success, and he was determined to follow it 
whatever the cost. 

Looking at Whalen’s face, Alex noticed again how tired his friend looked. It 
was more than just the long journey. Alex suspected Jabez was constantly trying 
to find a way into Whalen’s mind, to discover where he was and what he was up 
to. That would have been bad enough, but Whalen’s own worries were also 
written in the lines of his face, worries about what Jabez was doing, what harm 
would come if he moved too slowly or too quickly, and worries about what the 
future held. It was almost too much to think about, and Alex’s respect for 
Whalen grew. To carry all of the troubles and worries that he had and still move 
forward was an incredible act of courage. 

Thirteen days after leaving Welding behind, the caravan came to the place 
where Alex hoped to find some answers. They were in a shallow valley with a 
small river that ran to the northeast. The land to the north rose slowly to distant 
mountains, and south of their camp there were several tall hills. Lupo had 
pointed to the hills when the caravan had stopped, letting Alex know that the 
cave of dreams was close. 

As the sun sank in the west, Lupo and Alex rode away from the camp. Alex 
was surprised to see half a dozen other men following a short distance behind 
them. He thought his visit to the cave was a secret, and he turned to Lupo for 
answers. 

“T told my father that you wish to visit the cave,” Lupo said. “With all the 
rumors of trouble on the road, he sent a few extra men to watch, just in case.” 

Alex nodded and rode on without comment. He knew Lycan and Teamor had 
spoken together at Welding, and the news was that the bandits of the north were 
more active than they had been for many years, and many smaller groups had 
found trouble or simply disappeared as they traveled. Lycan had hinted that 
something worse than bandits might be lurking within the wild lands between 
the northern cities, but what this new danger was, no one could say. 

“T am grateful your father is allowing us to go to the cave at all,” Alex said as 
he and Lupo started climbing the hill where the cave would be found. 

“He is worried, of course,” Lupo replied. “But the cave of dreams is well 
known in our caravan. Many people seek to learn their future here, and he would 


not stand in your way. He would only stop us from coming if there was a definite 
threat to the caravan, or if he thought we would be in too much danger.” 

“Seeking knowledge about the future might be more dangerous than the 
rumors of bandits.” 

People feared oracles because of what they might say, and magical places like 
this cave might be worse. Oracles would try to bring peace of mind with their 
predictions, but that wasn’t true from magical places. If the cave worked, if Alex 
was lucky enough to have a dream or a vision, it would show him truth, but it 
might not be easy to understand. An oracle might at least try to explain their 
predictions, but this cave would explain nothing. 

“Here,” Lupo said, stopping his horse and climbing out of the saddle. “Here is 
the path you must follow. I can go no further.” 

Alex climbed off his horse and looked up the well-used but slightly overgrown 
path ahead of him. A chill ran through him, and he felt strangely reluctant to 
follow the path alone. He unsaddled his horse and picked up the bundle he’d 
prepared to take with him. Most of it was firewood, but there were also a few 
small tokens he’d gathered from people in the caravan. He’d been told to leave 
these items at a small shrine in the cave as an offering of thanks or as a wish for 
luck. 

“I suppose I should go,” Alex said. “If there’s any trouble, call out. I may hear 
you and be able to help.” 

“Tf there’s any trouble it will be yours, and I will not be able to help you in any 
way,” Lupo answered. 

Alex nodded and started up the path. Lupo was right, of course; Alex was far 
more likely to find trouble here than Lupo and the others were. His reluctance to 
follow the path grew stronger as darkness started to close in around him, but he 
shook it off and continued to climb. 

The path was steeper and more difficult that it had looked. Alex climbed for a 
long time before he suddenly came to a wide flat space on the hillside. Ahead of 
him was a dark opening, much darker than the night that had fallen around him. 
He moved forward, pausing to look around at the entrance of the cave, and then 
conjured a faint weir light to guide him into the darkness. 

Whalen might not have approved of the weir light, but Alex didn’t think such 
small magic would be noticed. There was also the fact that he couldn’t see 
anything inside the cave, and he needed some form of light if he didn’t want to 
wander in blindly. 

The cave, Alex discovered, was not deep. It went straight into the hillside for 
eight or nine yards and ended at a small altar with a deep fire pit just in front of 
it. The altar was covered with small trinkets like the ones Alex had brought with 


him. The cave and the altar didn’t surprise Alex, but the slight tingly feeling he 
had as he entered did. He mostly felt the tingling in his hands and feet, and he 
recognized it as the same feeling he’d had the times he had visited an oracle. 

Undoing his bundle, Alex started a small fire in the pit and then sat back and 
looked at the altar in front of him. From the look of some of the tokens he could 
see, this place had obviously been in use for many, many years. He placed his 
own small gifts carefully among the others. He added a few sticks of wood to his 
fire, and then leaned back against the cave wall and waited. He had no idea how 
the magic of this cave worked, or even if it would work for him. 

At first he was eager and hopeful, but nothing seemed to happen. He 
wondered if he should speak, possibly to call for the magic of this place to help 
him, but it didn’t seem right. After a time, he built up his fire again. He sat and 
waited and watched the flames of his fire, and slowly, without really noticing, he 
fell asleep. 

A roar and the sudden light of flames filled Alex with fear. He jumped to his 
feet and rushed forward, and then he realized he was no longer in the cave. It 
took a minute for his brain to catch up, but he soon knew that he was in a dream. 
The magic of the cave was working. He looked around, and the darkness melted 
away. 

He was standing on open grassland and it was dark. Howls from wolves were 
all around him, but no, that wasn’t right. It wasn’t wolves, exactly, and there was 
language in those howls, words in some evil, twisted language that Alex did not 
recognize. The sound of running feet and frightened shouts filled the air, and 
Alex was no longer alone. The caravan was under attack, and as Alex tried to 
move to help defend it, he found himself bound and unable to do anything. 

Alex closed his eyes for a second and when he opened them again, he was 
standing in front of a small, young dragon that was golden in color. He was in an 
enclosed room filled with treasure, and again, things didn’t seem right. He 
thought for a moment that this was the dragon’s lair, but the treasure seemed too 
neatly stacked, and there were lamps and torches lighting the room. Looking at 
the dragon, Alex felt great sorrow fill his heart, but he didn’t know why. The 
dragon didn’t speak, but it motioned with its head as if it wanted Alex to come 
and look at something. 

As he started forward, his vision shifted and suddenly Alex was looking 
through the eyes of the dragon, which were focused on an old iron box. The lid 
of the box slowly opened. Alex wasn’t sure what he was looking at. There were 
two egg-shaped stones in the box, but to call them stones was unfair. They 
glowed like pearls in sunlight, but they were more gray and brown and larger 
than any pearls Alex had ever seen. 


His vision shifted again, and Alex found himself in another room. The light 
here was dimmer, coming only from low-burming torches. Goblins stood in a 
group in front of what looked like a stone throne on which sat a man with a staff. 
The name Jabez came into Alex’s mind, and a mix of fear and hate filled his 
heart. A man walked to Jabez’s side, leaning toward him and whispering 
something that Alex could not hear. Jabez seemed pleased by whatever was said, 
and, getting to his feet, he lifted his staff and said, “Let it begin.” 

Alex was suddenly outside, wind and rain hitting his face. Armies of goblins 
and men stood before him, and as horns sounded behind him they began to 
cheer. The war they had long been waiting for was beginning, and they were 
happy in the evil they would bring. A massive figure nearby suddenly spread its 
wings, and Alex recognized it and the others like it as gargoyles that took to the 
skies and flew over the armies. 

The snippets he was seeing began to shift more quickly, and many were harder 
to see or understand: a ship on a distant sea; an ancient-looking city in the 
mountains; the drawbridge of a castle; a face he did not recognize; Whalen’s 
face, pale and streaked with blood; a white light reflecting from the sharp edge 
of an axe. Alex sensed that the vision was moving into the future, a future that 
may or may not be. The future was never certain, and the visions were less clear 
the further away from the present they were. Finally, Alex was left in a gray 
darkness, stunned and confused by the dozens and dozens of images he had only 
partly seen. 

Out of the darkness a single face appeared. Salinor, the great and ancient 
dragon, was there but Alex could only see his head. The dragon looked at Alex 
for a long time, not speaking or giving any sign that he even acknowledged Alex 
was there. Finally, after what felt like days of silence, the dragon spoke, but his 
words were no more than a whisper. 

“Of course there is a way. With magic, there is always a way.” 

Alex woke with a start. The sun was rising in the east and shining into the 
cave. Alex took a few minutes to organize his thoughts and clear his mind. He 
had seen a great many things in the night, and now he had to sort through them 
and decide which were most important to his current adventure. He got up, 
stretched, and made his way out of the cave. As he looked down the hill in the 
morning light, the words he had read in the magic book in the graveyard came to 
his mind once more. 

“Darloch est messer ,” he said softly. 

He still had no idea exactly what it meant, and nothing he had seen in his 
visions seemed related to those words. He wondered why they had come back to 
him now, and what they could possibly have to do with the story of a nameless 


dragon. He scratched his cheek, ran his hand through his hair, and then went 
down the path to where Lupo was waiting for him. 

“Did it work?” Lupo asked as soon as Alex came into view. “Will you be 
coming with me to visit the oracle when we travel south again, or should I not 
ask?” 

“You should not ask,” Alex answered with a smile. “Though I do have more 
answers today than I had yesterday. As for the oracle, only time will tell.” 

Lupo returned Alex’s smile but did not question him about what he had seen. 
He seemed happy enough to know that Alex had found some answers, even if he 
had no idea what Alex’s true questions had been. Lupo still dreamed of visiting 
the oracle and becoming an adventurer, and even though Alex wanted to say 
something about his dreams, he did not. Whalen had made him promise not to 
reveal anything about himself, and even though he hated keeping secrets from 
his friend, Alex kept his word. 

They rejoined the caravan just before it got underway. Whalen gave Alex a 
quick look, asking without words if he had learned anything, and Alex nodded. It 
was troublesome to have to wait before sharing what he had learned with 
Whalen, but the time gave Alex a chance to think about things and get them 
clear in his own mind. 

“Jabez is about to start his war,” Alex said when he and Whalen were finally 
alone. “He’s built a vast army, and he’s ready to set them loose on Westland.” 

“You know this?” Whalen asked. 

“Yes, it was part of the dreams I had,” Alex answered. 

“That will make things difficult for us, and prevent any help from Midland 
reaching Westland for some time. I’m sure that is why Jabez is starting now, 
hoping to control all of Westland before anyone can interfere.” 

“T don’t understand. Why would help from Midland not be able to reach 
Westland?” 

“Tt’s the wrong time of year. In the winter months, strong, cold winds blow 
mainly from the west to the east. Most ships that sail between Midland and 
Westland are not as well equipped for such winds. Most are smaller ships, and 
not made for heavy weather. Even the larger ships would find it difficult to sail 
to Westland before spring.” 

“Then how are you planning to get us there?” 

“We’ll manage, one way or another. Now, what else did you see? Anything at 
all might help us.” 

“T don’t know if any of it will help, but I did see a lot,” Alex answered, and 
then told Whalen all about his dream. 

Whalen sat in silence for a long time after Alex finished talking. There was 


much to think about, and many questions that Alex didn’t know the answers to. 
When Whalen finally spoke, his questions were not what Alex expected. 

“The stones you saw in the iron chest—did you get any feeling that they were 
magical?” Whalen asked. 

“No, I don’t think so,” Alex answered. 

“You say they were like pearls, but more gray and brown,” Whalen went on. 
“Was there perhaps a hint of green? Just a hint of green, like pale jade?” 

Alex thought for a moment, trying to recall in his mind exactly what the stones 
had looked like. He had no idea why Whalen was so interested, but he realized 
the stones must be important if they had been in his dreams and Whalen was 
asking about them. 

“Yes,” Alex said after a pause. “There was just a hint of green in them, now 
that I think about it.” 

Whalen frowned. “And you say you saw two of them in the iron box?” he 
asked softly. 

“Yes. There were two. What are they?” Alex asked, confused. 

“Do you know what Orion stones are?” Whalen finally asked. 

“No, I’ve never heard of them before.” 

“T’m not surprised. For many years I’ve believed, or at least hoped, that they 
were all destroyed. It appears that they were not.” 

“What are Orion stones? Why do they concern you so much?” 

“Orion stones are ancient weapons used by magical people. They were created 
and used by evil people and their servants.” 

“What do they do?” 

Whalen rubbed his forehead. “Let me see . . . how best to explain. Do you 
remember what I told you about magic—how it can be thought of as a bowl 
collecting raindrops?” 

“And every time I use magic, it’s like pouring some of the gathered water out 
of the bowl,” Alex said. 

“Yes, exactly,” Whalen said, nodding. “Well, Orion stones are like magical 
sponges, or perhaps leeches would be a better way to describe them. When you 
use magic against someone who is carrying one of the stones, the stone absorbs 
your magic until your bowl is left dry.” 

“But that’s not possible,” Alex said, shaken by the idea. 

“Oh, it is,’ Whalen said. “What’s more, after your magic is gone and you are 
dead, the holder of the stone can break it and steal your power for himself.” 

“What if your magic is gone, but you aren t dead?” Alex asked, thinking over 
Whalen’s words. 

“Then, if you can break the stone, I believe the magic would return to the 


rightful owner.” 

“T don’t know. I might believe the stones could drain someone’s power, but I 
don’t think you could really give that power to someone else. I don’t think it 
would work.” 

“T hope you are right. Personally, I think it probably refreshes the stone 
holder’s own power. Refills their magical bowl, as it were.” 

“Yes, I think that is more likely,” 

“Well, let’s make sure we don’t find out what will happen if the stones are 
used against us. Whether they will or will not steal a person’s magic, I don’t 
think either of us wants to find out firsthand how they work.” 

“At least we know Jabez has these stones.” 

“Yes, and if we get the chance, we should take them away from him.” 

“You mean if I get the chance. So after I sneak into the castle and find the Axe 
of Sundering, then I should also steal these stones?” Alex said, half smiling. 

“Well, if the opportunity comes up,” Whalen said, returning the smile. “And if 
you do get the chance to take them, you should keep one for yourself. It would 
only be fitting if Jabez’s own weapon was used against him.” 

“What if Jabez is carrying the stones when we turn up?” Alex asked. 

“Tf that happens,” Whalen said, “then I think the both of us will be in a great 
deal of trouble.” 

“Well, as long as we know,” Alex said. 


(CHAPTER ELEVEN 


FEAR IN THE DARK 


| re 


Now that Alex and Whalen knew Jabez was starting his war, the caravan 
seemed to move at a snail’s pace. It was as if extra hours had been added to the 
daytime, and the nights were filled with waiting and restless sleep. It felt to Alex 
like the caravan hardly moved at all, even though he knew that the wagons were 
moving at the same speed they always had. 

Everything seemed dull and gray. Alex knew that a great many things were in 
motion, and that the fate of Jarro hung in the balance. None of that had any 
effect on the caravan. The days went on, the routines remained the same, the 
towns and cities they visited looked like towns and cities they had already seen. 

Two weeks after Alex’s visit to the cave of dreams, something changed, 
though Alex was slow to notice it. The caravan was settling in for the night, 
circling the wagons, lighting watch fires, and preparing the evening meal. Alex 
felt tired after a long day of travel, and then a shiver of fear ran down his back. 

Sitting up straight, Alex looked around slowly. He looked at the caravan that 
he knew so well, and then at the green valley where they were spending the 
night. Nothing looked out of place. Nothing looked threatening or dangerous in 
any way. He tried to focus his mind on what might have caused him to shiver on 
this warm evening. He could find nothing, no cause, and for some reason, that 
scared him more than the strange moment of fear had. 

For a minute, Alex wasn’t sure what to do. Something was wrong, he was sure 
of it, but he had no idea what it was. He considered using his magic for the first 
time in a long time. Just a little magic to search the land around the caravan for 
danger; just a little magic that no one would ever notice. He was about to turn 
his magic loose, when Whalen suddenly appeared. The look on the old wizard’s 
face was enough to stop Alex cold. 

“Do nothing,” Whalen said quietly as he walked up to Alex. “Whatever you’re 
thinking, no matter how right it might seem, do nothing.” 

“You felt it as well, then,” Alex said, matching Whalen’s quiet tone. 

“Oh, yes, I felt it,” Whalen said. “I’ve been around long enough to know it for 
what it is as well. We’ll talk about this after the evening meal.” 

Whalen walked away, leaving Alex with more questions than he’d had before. 


He watched his friend go, wanting more than anything to find out what Whalen 
knew. But instead, he slowly turned and walked to the center of the caravan 
where the evening meal would be served. 

Alex forced himself to eat, though food was the last thing on his mind. He 
talked with his friends, laughed at their jokes, and acted as he was expected to 
act. It was all for show, and all Alex was really thinking about was what had 
happened, and what might be about to happen. He was sure something important 
was looming, and Whalen knew or at least guessed what it was. 

Again the thought of using his magic came to him. Just a little magic to find 
out what was happening. Just a little magic that nobody would notice. It might 
be important. The lives of his friends in the caravan might depend on his 
knowing what was going on. People could die if he wasn’t ready to act. 

“Do nothing,” Alex’s O’Gash repeated. “Listen to Whalen and do nothing.” 

Alex forced down the desire to use his magic. He tried to focus on his food, on 
the people around him, anything but the strange sense of fear he’d felt. Whalen 
said that he knew what it was. If anything dangerous was going to happen, 
Whalen would be ready to deal with it. 

Except Whalen has been distracted , Alex thought. Could this be some new 
attempt by Jabez to find Whalen? Some magical attack on Whalen’s mind so 
Jabez can find out where he is? 

Looking down the long table at Whalen, Alex couldn’t see any sign of worry 
or fear. In fact, he couldn’t see any sign of anything on Whalen’s face. He didn’t 
look distracted. He didn’t look as worn or tired as he had before. Somehow, 
Whalen looked at peace—rested, relaxed, without a care in the world, and 
certainly no sign that danger was close. 

A new thought came to Alex’s mind, one that he tried to push away but could 
not. What if Jabez had broken through Whalen’s defenses? What if Jabez had 
been able to overcome Whalen? What if Jabez was somehow controlling 
Whalen? 

“No,” Alex’s O’Gash said firmly. “Whalen is not so easily defeated, and you 
would know if Jabez was in control. You would know if Whalen had lost this 
battle.” 

“Yes,” Alex whispered to the plate in front of him. “Yes, I would know.” 

It seemed to Alex that the meal lasted for hours. Even after everyone had eaten 
all they could, nobody wanted to leave the tables. Eventually people began 
moving away, gathering around the large campfires in groups, unwilling to leave 
the light and their companions for their beds. Alex stayed near the campfires for 
a short time as well, but soon slipped away, hoping to find Whalen and answers 
to his questions. 


It took Alex some time to find Whalen. At first he wandered aimlessly around 
the camp, not really looking. When he realized what he was doing, Alex shook 
himself. Fear touched him again, but this time he ignored it. He focused on 
finding Whalen and moved off into the darkness. Strangely the night seemed 
darker than it should have been. The moon had not come up yet, and though it 
had been a clear day, no stars could be seen. 

Alex paused for a moment, looking up at the night sky. He turned and looked 
back toward the campfires, noticing how distant they seemed to be. It felt like he 
was looking down a long tunnel, and the campfire at the end of it was so very 
small. 

“That’s not right,” Alex said softly, rubbing his eyes. 

“No, it is not right,” Whalen answered, stepping out of the shadows. “It’s not 
right at all, and I’m afraid there is nothing we can do about it.” 

“What do you mean?” Alex asked. “You said you knew what this was, and 
now you say we can’t do anything about it. Whalen, what’s going on?” 

“A test,” Whalen answered with a sigh. “An evil test that we must not fail, no 
matter the consequences.” 

“T don’t understand. Explain what is happening,” Alex demanded. 

“This is the work of evil men,” Whalen said. “Of warlocks. Clearly they are 
working for Jabez and for the Brotherhood that he serves. They have filled this 
valley with their spells, with fear and doubt. Their magic is at work all around 
us. You see how the members of the caravan huddle together near the fires, 
afraid to leave one another, afraid to go alone into the night.” 

“Yes, but—” Alex started. 

“No,” Whalen cut him off. “You are thinking we can break the spells of fear, 
that we can drive off any warlocks that might be near or destroy them. Normally 
I would agree with you, Alex. Normally I would say yes, but tonight we must 
not. Tonight we must let things be, and hope for the best.” 

“What?” Alex asked. “Why? Why should we let evil reign tonight? Why 
shouldn’t we break this magic with our own?” Alex paused, then shook his head 
in understanding. “Oh.” 

“Yes,” Whalen said, nodding his head slowly. “You see the answer even as 
you speak. This evil is trying to draw us out, to find us. They want us to break 
their spells with our magic. They want us to protect those we travel with. But if 
we do, we will be revealed to them, and we cannot let that happen.” 

“What do you think will happen?” Alex asked, knowing that Whalen was right 
and they must do nothing. 

“T don’t know,” Whalen answered. “Perhaps nothing except for a fearful night 
with little or no sleep for our friends. If we are lucky, that’s the only price we’ ll 


pay.” 

“But you don’t believe that,” Alex said. 

“No, I don’t. I think we have more to fear than simple spells and darkness,” 
said Whalen. “These warlocks will have something more than just this planned. 
Something they think will draw me out, force me to show my magic.” Whalen’s 
voice had grown soft and distant, as if he were studying something in the 
distance, and not really thinking about what he was saying. 

“Whalen?” 

“Promise me, Alex,” Whalen said urgently. “Promise me that you will only 
use magic to save yourself. No other reason. Only to save yourself, if you must.” 

“Whalen, I don’t think—” 

“Promise!” 

“T promise. Only to save myself, if I must. No other reason,” Alex said 
reluctantly. 

Whalen relaxed visibly. “You must think all of this is only the foolishness of a 
worried old man.” 

“T don’t think you are foolish,” Alex said, trying to sound reassuring. 

“Well, we’ll soon find out,” Whalen said, his eyes searching the darkness 
around the camp. “As I said, maybe nothing will happen. Maybe it will just be a 
hard night for the caravan, and tomorrow we can move away from this evil 
place.” 

After watching the darkness with Whalen for a time, Alex walked back to the 
campfire. Most of the members of the caravan had gone to bed, but a few 
remained, sitting up late with the assigned watchers. He could see that they were 
troubled, but they did not know why. 

As the moon finally began to rise, Alex left the fire and went to find his bed. 
Something was coming, something was going to happen, he was sure of that, but 
sitting by the fire and waiting for it was difficult. Looking into the worried faces 
of his friends tore at him, and knowing that he had promised not to use his magic 
to help made him angry. 

Alex had fallen into a half sleep when the attack finally came. He could hear 
sudden shouts that were full of fear, but his body was slow to move. His mind 
was in some other place, but he didn’t know where, and he didn’t remember 
what he had been thinking. 

With great effort, Alex got to his feet. He shook his head to clear the darkness 
that had filled his mind. He looked around the camp, but what he saw only 
confused him. The watch fires that were kept burning all night had gone out. The 
only light came from the moon, and even that light seemed reluctant to fall on 
the camp. 


Alex could hear people running, shouting for fire and light, screaming in fear. 
He started forward, going in the direction where most of the yelling was coming 
from. He bumped into several people as he went, unable to see them in the 
darkness. It sounded like the entire camp was running around in the dark, afraid 
of something they could not see. 

“Get the fires going again!” Alex heard Lycan yell. “Whatever you need to do, 
do it. We need light.” 

“Attackers on the north side!” an unknown voice called. 

“Bows are useless in this darkness.” 

“We have wounded men on the north!” 

“Can anyone get some light?” 

Confusion was all around him. Shouting voices, screams of rage, cries for 
help. Alex spun around and around, unable to tell which direction was north, 
unable to help those who needed him. For an instant he considered letting loose 
his magic, relighting the fires, and breaking the magic that was being used 
against the caravan. Then the instant passed and he did nothing. His promise to 
Whalen held him, bound him to do nothing. 

“It’s what the enemy wants, you know,” Alex’s O’Gash whispered. “They 
want you to use your magic to show your power, and then they will have you.” 

“Magic is not my only weapon,” Alex answered. 

He turned slowly, listening to every sound, and then moved in the direction 
where he thought he heard fighting. He may not be able to use his magic, but he 
still had a sword, and he was more than willing to use that. 

The darkness seemed to lift as he moved, or at least Alex could see more than 
he had before. He dodged running men and women, scanned the camp for 
trouble, and finally found what he was looking for. The attackers were in front of 
him, only a few dozen yards away, but Alex froze in his tracks when he saw 
them. 

They were as tall as a man, but their bodies were covered in long dark hair. 
They had sharp, bloody claws instead of hands, and their eyes glowed red in 
wolflike heads. Alex had never seen creatures like this before. 

One of the foul creatures had knocked someone to his knees and was lifting its 
clawed hand to finish him off. Through the darkness, Alex could see the man on 
his knees was Lupo. Blood flowed from a deep cut on his cheek. 

Alex ran. Forgetting to draw the sword at his side, he slammed into the 
creature at full speed. 

It felt to Alex as if he’d hit a tree. He tumbled through the dirt for several 
yards, scrambled to his knees, and looked up into the face of the wolf creature 
he’d hit. The creature was faster than Alex. It was still on its feet—Alex didn’t 


know if he’d knocked it down or not. A low growl came from the creature, and 
the back of its hand slammed into Alex’s jaw. Alex felt himself lift off the 
ground, spin head over heels in the air, and slam back into the dirt. 

For a moment Alex was dizzy. He was afraid he might pass out, which would 
be the worst thing that could happen. He had to save his friend. He tried to get 
up, but his mind wasn’t sure which direction was up. He tried to see where his 
enemy was, but everything was blurred. He knew he was in trouble. The creature 
was too fast and too strong. He’d been a fool to run at it the way he had, and 
now he was helpless. His foolishness might have just cost him his life—and 
Lupo’s. 

“No!” a harsh and powerful voice echoed in Alex’s mind. 

Suddenly Alex found himself standing upright, facing the wolf creature in 
front of him. His skin seemed to ripple under his clothes, hardening into armor. 
The darkness around him melted away, and he could see as clearly as if it were 
midday. He looked down at his hands, but they were not hands, now they were 
the miniature claws of a dragon. 

Alex looked back to the enemy in front of him, prepared for battle. 

The wolf creature was frozen, its nose lifted as if sniffing the air. Suddenly it 
let out a whine of both fear and pain, its eyes dimmed and grew wide, its 
muscles went stiff. 

Alex set his feet, expecting an attack. 

Then the creature dropped to all fours and ran away. 

Surprised, Alex looked around for more of the creatures, but they were all 
running away now. Somewhere in the distance he thought he heard a low 
whistle, but he couldn’t be sure. He watched as the last of the creatures 
disappeared into the night, and then he looked back to the claws that were where 
his hands should be. Slowly the claws turned back into hands as he watched. He 
felt his skin soften, and though he didn’t know what had happened to him, he 
knew that he was his human self again. 

He looked at Lupo, who was still kneeling on the ground. His eyes were 
glazed over and he looked confused. 

“Alex?” Lupo asked. “Where did you come from?” 

“T came to help you,” Alex said, hoping Lupo had not seen his strange 
transformation. “I’m glad you’re safe. Here, let’s get you back to your wagon.” 
Alex slipped his arm around Lupo’s shoulders and helped him stand up. As 
they turned toward the caravan wagons, firelight suddenly broke the darkness as 

dozens of torches spread out around the camp. 

Alex looked up at the sky. The moon and stars shone brightly now, and he 
could tell it was only a few hours before dawn. He let his gaze fall to the ground, 


and his heart went cold inside of him. There were bloody, wounded people all 
around. Not just men who had been trying to defend the caravan, but women and 
even a few children were lying on the ground. 

Alex did what he could to help Lupo and the others without using his magic or 
giving himself away. Fortunately, the caravan had several healers and vendors of 
herbs and potions traveling with them. It was long after sunrise before all the 
wounded were taken care of, but Alex was sure they were all in good hands. 
What troubled him most was the fact that seven people were missing. There was 
no sign of them anywhere in the camp. Remembering how quickly the wolflike 
creatures had attacked, Alex was sure the people had not simply vanished. 

A fire of rage began to burn inside Alex. He felt hate, raw and hard. He hated 
the creatures that had attacked the caravan. He hated the warlocks that had used 
their magic to spread fear and darkness. He hated the Brotherhood that was the 
root of all this evil, but more than anything he hated Jabez. Jabez, the would-be 
ruler of Jarro and powerful dark wizard of the Brotherhood. 

Alex walked away from the camp in the late morning. Lycan had decided they 
would remain where they were for another day, at least until the wounded, 
including Lupo, were a little stronger. Some of the caravan members looked 
doubtful when he’d said this, and it was clear they feared another attack. No one 
complained, however, and they went about the daily business as well as they 
could. 

For a time, Alex followed the tracks the wolf creatures had left, but he saw no 
sign of humans among them. He already knew in his heart that the seven missing 
people were dead. He also knew that three or four more of the wounded would 
be joining them before the caravan started moving once more. Lost in his 
troubled thoughts, he hardly noticed when Whalen walked up beside him. 

“You are angry with me,” Whalen said—it was not a question. 

“Yes,” was Alex’s only reply. 

“You have a great deal of hate in you at the moment. You should let it go.” 

Alex didn’t say anything. He refused to look at Whalen, letting his eyes follow 
the trail his enemies had left behind instead. 

“Go ahead and say it,” Whalen said after a long time. “Tell me what you are 
thinking. Tell me how this is all my fault. Tell me how you could have saved 
your friends if I had not made you promise to hide your magic.” 

“T could have saved them all,” Alex almost shouted in a tone that was angrier 
than he would have liked. “I could have broken the spell of darkness and fear. I 
could have brought light and fire to the camp. I could have destroyed those 
creatures and their warlock masters before they could have hurt anyone.” 

“Yes, I imagine that you could have done all that and more, but then where 


would you be?” Whalen asked. 

“My friends would be alive,” Alex answered, looking at Whalen for the first 
time. 

He looked tired and pale, almost fragile. This wasn’t the Whalen Vankin Alex 
knew, this wasn’t the powerful wizard of story and song. This was a tired, sad 
old man, who only went on because he could not and would not lay down and 
stop. This was a man who would never, ever give up. 

“Your friends would be alive, yes, but you would be stuck with the caravan for 
who knows how long,” Whalen said. “Jabez would attack again—you know he 
would. He’d send more warlocks, more dark creatures, maybe an entire army to 
destroy you.” 

“That doesn’t matter now, does it?” Alex replied, angry with Whalen for being 
right and with himself for being foolish. 

“Tt’s a hard lesson to learn, and it never gets any easier, I’m afraid,” Whalen 
almost whispered. 

“What lesson can be learned from this madness?” 

“That you can’t save everyone,” Whalen answered. He put his hand on Alex’s 
arm. “You saved Lupo. You should be happy about that.” 

Alex stood in silence for a long time. He knew that Whalen was right. He’d 
learned this lesson before, and he knew that he would have to learn it again. He 
couldn’t save everyone no matter how much he wanted to, and for some reason 
that felt incredibly unfair to Alex. 

“Perhaps,” Whalen started after a long pause. “Perhaps I should not have 
asked you to come with me on this adventure.” 

“Whalen, I don’t—” 

“Or perhaps I should have sent you alone,” Whalen interrupted. “I really don’t 
know anymore. It seems as if all my choices, at least the ones where Jabez is 
involved, go astray.” 

“I’m glad to help, Whalen,” Alex said as Whalen remained silent. “I’m just 
tired of all this sneaking around, hiding and pretending to be someone I’m not. It 
would be so much easier if we could just get to Conmar, deal with Jabez, and put 
an end to the Brotherhood.” 

“We will,” Whalen replied. “Soon we will reach the east coast of Midland, and 
then we will make our way to Westland. The time for sneaking and hiding is 
almost over.” 

“What if Jabez already knows where we are?” Alex asked. 

“How could he know that?” Whalen replied. “Neither of us used magic, and 
we managed to drive the creatures away.” 

“T’m not so sure about that.” 


“What happened?” 

“During the attack, I somehow changed into a dragon. Not my true dragon 
form, but something different, something in between. My skin turned to armor 
and I had talons. I don’t know how I did it, or why it happened.” 

Whalen thought for a moment before speaking. “I don’t know how you did it 
either, but I know I would have felt it if you had used your wizard’s magic. This 
must be something else. Did anyone see you change?” 

“T don’t think so. Lupo was nearby, but he was injured and it was dark.” 

Whalen nodded. “It could be that because you are the only wizard who is also 
a dragon, the change may have happened because your dragon side was 
protecting you.” 

“Perhaps that is the answer. And perhaps that is also why the creatures ran 
away.” 

“Yes, if the beasts from last night caught scent of a dragon, it would explain 
why they ran. Almost all creatures fear dragons.” 

Alex looked to the west, a grim smile on his face. “Then let us hope Jabez 
fears dragons as much as his evil creatures do.” 


(CHAPTER TWELVE 


ON TO WESTLAND 
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The caravan ended up staying in the valley for three days. There were no more 
attacks, but they did have to bury five members of the caravan who had been 
wounded by the wolf creatures. Lycan sent a large group with Alex to search for 
the missing people. They followed the wolf tracks for ten or twelve miles, but 
then they simply vanished. Alex remembered hearing a whistle during the attack 
and suspected it came from one of the warlocks. If so, then perhaps that same 
warlock had opened a magical gateway for the creatures to escape through. He 
kept his thoughts to himself. If it had been a warlock, there wasn’t anything 
anyone from the caravan could do about it. 

When the caravan finally began to move on the fourth day, spirits rose a little. 
Everyone was glad to be leaving the valley behind—and the trouble they had 
experienced there. Whalen was clearly in better spirits, even though Alex could 
see he was still troubled. Alex felt sure it had something to do with Jabez. 

As they moved from the lonely north of Midland to the more populated west, 
the caravan stopped more frequently. Alex grew more irritated with each delay, 
but there was nothing to be done. Jabez had started his war, and he was already 
moving and trying to take control of all of Jarro. Alex felt a great need to hurry, 
to stop Jabez before his armies grew too strong, but he had to wait. Alex knew 
that he and Whalen could not simply race off to Westland now that they were so 
close, but the delays and waiting were almost too much. 

“Ten days or maybe two weeks, and we’ll be in sight of the sea,” Whalen said 
one night. 

“How long after that will we leave the caravan?” Alex asked. 

“Not long. We’ll wait until we reach Denmar. About three weeks, I would 
guess.” 

“Three weeks,” Alex said, annoyed. 

“It could be worse. I had planned to travel down the coast with the caravan for 
several more weeks. It is the wrong time of year to sail to Westland, at least from 
this far north. We’ll need to go south before we can even think about finding a 
ship that will take us.” 

“Then why leave the caravan?” 


“Because, like you, I feel the need to hurry. Jabez is moving much sooner than 
I thought he would. He must think he will have the advantage, because help from 
Midland cannot easily reach the north of Westland. We need to move faster, that 
much is clear. I think if we are lucky, we can find a boat to take us down the 
cost. If not, we will buy a small boat and sail it ourselves.” 

“Jabez will have spies watching the ports.” 

“T’m sure he will. Still, since it’s the wrong time of year for easy sailing, they 
may not be as watchful as they should be.” 

“Somehow, I think Jabez’s servants are always watchful.” 

“You may be right,” Whalen chuckled. “Jabez would not be understanding if 
any of his servants made a mistake. I’m sure all of his servants have seen his 
anger, even if he didn’t want them to.” 

Alex didn’t ask any questions. He had read both Whalen’s journals and Jabez’s 
journals multiple times and felt he knew what kind of person Jabez was. Whalen 
may not have seen it when he was training his nephew, but he had written 
enough for Alex to understand. Jabez did not stand for other people making 
mistakes—and he was quick to point out those mistakes. He could never accept 
that he had made a mistake, so the blame always fell on someone else. 

As the days went by, Alex tried to spend as much time as he could with his 
friends in the caravan. He knew that he would miss his traveling companions and 
their simple ways. Life in the caravan had been a good experience for Alex—and 
a lot of fun as well. One evening as he sat by the fire, Lupo sat down beside him. 

“Why so glum?” Lupo asked, breaking into Alex’s thoughts. 

“What?” Alex asked, turning to look at his friend. 

“Just now. You were staring into the distance with a vacant look on your face, 
and you sighed in a very sad way.” 

“Did I? I was just thinking about the adventures I’ve had traveling with the 
caravan.” 

Lupo nodded. “I still think you should come with me to visit the oracle. If you 
thought traveling with the caravan was an adventure, just imagine what could be 
waiting for us in another land.” 

“Thank you for your offer, but my future is with my uncle, and I think our path 
will lead us a different way.” Alex nodded to the scar on Lupo’s cheek. “At least 
you have a good story to tell your friends: ‘Lupo and the Battle of the 
Wolfmen.’” 

Lupo touched his cheek and laughed. “Honestly, I don’t remember much of 
that night. Just that when you appeared, the creatures ran away. I think you were 
the real hero of the battle.” 

Alex waved off the compliment. “A true friend is a true hero, and I count you 


as one of my truest friends.” He slapped Lupo on the shoulder. “Now, tell me 
about Denmar. It’s our next stop, isn’t it?” 

“Ah, Denmar,” Lupo said. “A city with a bit of everything, where rare goods 
from the west are common, and the mysteries of the world are revealed. They 
say that Denmar is one of the few places in Midland where the sea elves will 
land, though I’ve never seen one.” 

“T thought sea elves were just rumors and stories.” 

“Oh, no. There are far too many stories for the sea elves to not be real. I do 
know there is more magic in Denmar than there is in any other city of Midland. 
There is an ancient library there with magic books in it, or so they say. Many 
people travel to Denmar looking for magic of one kind or another, though few 
talk about it openly.” 

“T wonder how many of those looking for magic find it in Denmar.” 

“T couldn’t guess. There are wise people in the city, or at least close to the city. 
They dress as monks, and almost never speak.” 

“Tf they do not speak, how do you know they are wise?” 

“Simple,” Lupo answered with a smile. “They are wise enough to hold their 
own tongues.” 

“Ah, wisdom indeed,” Alex laughed. 

Alex and Lupo went off to the evening meal together. Lupo was happy to 
share all the information he had about Denmar. Most of the stories seemed too 
fantastic to be real, and some were just too silly to be true. Lupo, however, was 
especially keen to tell the many stories he’d heard about the sea elves. His eyes 
lit up with excitement as he told the stories to Alex, and even as doubtful as he 
was, Alex enjoyed the stories. 

That night, Alex lay in his blankets and looked up at the stars, his mind filled 
with the stories Lupo had told him. Sea elves—even the name seemed strange. 
Where did they live? Could they possibly live on the open sea all the time? They 
must visit land occasionally, or how else would they get wood to build or fix 
their ships? Alex soon slipped into dreams about the sea elves, happy dreams 
that he couldn’t quite remember when he woke up. 
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The days went by both too slow and too fast for Alex. The need to move 
forward was always in his mind, so each day felt like it was twice as long as it 
should be. At the same time, Alex was desperately trying to spend as much time 
with his friends as he could, trying to remember all the people and the fun that 
he’d had while traveling with the caravan. It was strange, having both too much 
and not enough time. 


It wasn’t long before the western sea was in view, and the caravan turned due 
south. Whalen, planning for their departure, told Lycan he was expecting a 
shipment from Westland. If the shipment was waiting at Denmar, they would 
continue south with the caravan, but if it was delayed, he and Alex would have 
to wait in Denmar. Alex knew that there was no shipment—it was just a way for 
Whalen and himself to leave the caravan without questions. It was a good plan, 
but like the rest of his made-up life, the lie troubled Alex. 

The night before the caravan opened for business at Denmar, Alex and Lupo 
sat up late with some of the other young men. They looked at the city and talked 
about what their futures might hold. 

“Denmar,” Lupo said when he and Alex were finally alone. “A city of hopes 
and dreams. I wouldn’t mind spending some time here.” 

“Your father might mind if you try to get out of work,” Alex replied. 

“T could talk to him. Maybe I could stay with you and your uncle until your 
shipment arrives. Then we could catch up to the caravan,” Lupo suggested. 

“Tf the shipment hasn’t already arrived, there’s no way of knowing how long 
we'll have to wait,” Alex replied. 

He felt a sudden fear. What if Lupo really did want to stay with them? Lycan 
might allow it if he believed their shipment would be coming soon. If Lupo 
remained, it would be almost impossible for Alex and Whalen to move on to 
Westland. 

“T know it’s not possible,” Lupo said after a pause. “Father would never agree, 
now that we’re on the final leg of our journey.” 

“Your home is south of here, isn’t it?” Alex said, hiding his relief. 

“Yes, it’s eight, maybe ten more weeks of traveling,” Lupo answered. “The 
caravan will grow smaller as we go south. By the time we reach home, there 
won’t be much of it left.” 

“Until next year, when you Start out again.” 

“And by then I may be on my way to find an oracle. I must admit, the idea of 
what the oracle might say scares me a little.” 

“They say that the only thing to fear from an oracle is finding out the truth 
about yourself.” 

“Reason enough to fear then, as finding out about myself might mean the end 
of all my hopes and dreams.” 

Alex didn’t answer. He understood Lupo’s fear, because he felt a little of it 
himself. He was also going on a journey that would teach him about himself. 
Only it wasn’t a kindly oracle he was searching for, but a great evil, a darkness 
that he had to overcome or else his own hopes and dreams would come to a 
sudden and violent end. 


For the first time Alex thought about what failure might mean. He wasn’t 
thinking about the cost to Jarro, its people, or all the other known lands if Jabez 
and the Brotherhood won. He thought only of himself. Failing meant that he 
would die—or perhaps something worse. He was risking everything to face an 
unknown power. Why should he risk his life? Why should he risk his own future 
and happiness for the nameless masses of Jarro? Why should he risk it all—even 
for Whalen? 

A sudden chill ran through him and Alex shook himself. The questions slipped 
away, and Alex felt a shadow of darkness move across him. The dark magic 
went almost unnoticed . . . almost. Alex could see now that the doubts came 
from the west. Jabez was working some magic to spread doubt through all of this 
land, and his spells had taken Alex almost unaware. Alex looked at Lupo, and he 
could see the doubt clinging to him like a dark mist. Lupo seemed unaware of 
anything—even of Alex—as fear and doubt clouded his mind. 

“T will risk everything because of who I am and what I am,” Alex said softly. 
“Evil and darkness will not last forever. Doubts, real or imagined, will not stop 
me from doing what must be done.” 

Alex moved his hand slightly and reached out to touch Lupo’s arm. Lupo 
started, as if suddenly shaken awake. 

“I... I must have dozed off for a moment,” Lupo said, rubbing his eyes. 

“Tt’s late, and tomorrow will be a long day,” Alex said, getting to his feet. 

“Yes, it will be,” Lupo agreed. “And for now at least, the future still holds 
hope.” 

“The future always holds hope,” Alex replied, and wished his friend a good 
night. 

The following morning was gray. Heavy, dark clouds filled the sky, and it 
looked as if a storm was brewing. The business of the caravan went on as 
normal, and Alex spent most of the day helping Whalen sell the goods they’d 
carried across Midland. Alex noticed immediately that Whalen’s bargaining 
skills had changed. He had always sold their goods at a fair price, and sometimes 
let people talk him down in price, but now things were different. His prices were 
lower than they had ever been, and he rarely put up a fuss when someone asked 
for a discount. 

“Tt’s just a game,” Whalen said softly to Alex. “We need to get rid of as much 
as possible before we leave for Westland. I don’t fancy paying someone to store 
these things while we’re away. Especially since I don’t think we’ll be needing 
them again.” 

On the caravan’s second day in Denmar, Whalen left Alex in charge of their 
things and went into the city alone. The story was that he was going to check on 


the expected shipment from Westland, but Alex knew he was looking for a ship 
to take them further down the coast. When he returned late that afternoon, 
Whalen was clearly troubled. 

“The shipment hasn’t arrived yet,” Whalen said loudly, walking up to the 
tables where their goods were spread out. Once he was closer, though, he 
lowered his voice so only Alex could hear him. “This isn’t good. No ships have 
come in from Westland for weeks, which is odd considering the time of year.” 

“You’ve told me that delays are part of the business,” Alex answered. 

“We’ve got to get out of here,” Whalen whispered to Alex as he pretended to 
check their goods. 

“Trouble?” 

“Jabez’s men are in the town, watching. At least one of them is a warlock.” 

“Did he—” 

“No, he didn’t recognize me. I didn’t give him the chance, but it will be 
difficult to remain out of sight if we stay here much longer. At least the caravan 
only has one more day here. We’ll leave after the caravan closes tomorrow 
night.” 

As much as Alex didn’t like lying about needing to wait for the shipment from 
Westland, he was glad Whalen had already established the story. They would be 
able to leave the caravan quickly and quietly now, without any questions. 

After the caravan closed the next night, Whalen spoke with Lycan and 
arranged to trade the few remaining goods they had in exchange for a pair of 
sturdy horses. Lycan was happy to make the trade, but sad to see Whalen and 
Alex go. 

The next morning, Alex and Whalen prepared to head to Denmar to “wait for 
their shipment to arrive.” 

Alex was about to mount his horse when Lupo came running up to them. 

“T thought I’d missed you,” Lupo said, catching his breath. 

“You nearly have,” Alex answered with a smile. 

“T just wanted to wish you luck,” Lupo said. “I will remember you, my friend, 
and hope to travel with you again.” 

“And I will remember you,” Alex said. “May all your hopes come true when 
you visit the oracle, my friend.” 

Lupo smiled, bowed, and then returned to the caravan. 

Alex watched him go, and then climbed on his horse and followed Whalen 
toward the city. They didn’t actually enter the city, however. They rode around it, 
as if heading for the southern gates. Once out of sight of the caravan, they turned 
due south. 

They rode for about two miles before Whalen reined his horse to a stop and 


climbed off. 

Alex stopped as well. “What are you doing?” he asked. 

“With Jabez’s warlocks looking for us, we clearly can’t go to Denmar. 
Besides, I doubt any new ships have arrived in the city in the past few days. 
We’ll have to find a ship elsewhere.” 

“But we don’t dare go to another city looking for a ship,” Alex said. “If Jabez 
has men watching in Denmar, he’ll have men watching all the ports.” 

“Yes, I’m sure he will. In fact, he’ll probably have more men in the cities 
further south, as we can’t sail west until we first move a good deal south. Still, I 
think we might find a small boat in one of the fishing villages along the coast.” 

“Small boats aren’t made for voyages on the open sea.” 

“We’ll be fine. It’s not uncommon for fishermen to make the journey between 
Midland and Westland when the weather is fair.” 

Alex looked up at the sky. “From the look of the clouds, I wouldn’t count on 
fair weather.” 

“We’ll be fine,” Whalen repeated. 

Alex climbed off his horse. “And what about the horses? We can’t just leave 
them here.” 

Whalen smiled. “Don’t worry. I’ve been around long enough to learn a few 
tricks that don’t even need magic to work. The horses will find their way back to 
Denmar once we have gone.” 

Alex realized Whalen had thought of everything, or so it seemed. Whalen 
spoke to the horses in a strange language that Alex didn’t understand, and then 
Whalen and Alex turned to the south. They made good time, and were soon 
walking south along the beach. 

“We’ll stick to the shore,” said Whalen. “Less chance of meeting anyone than 
if we were on the road. Sooner or later we’ll come to a village where we might 
find a boat.” 

Alex nodded his agreement. While they walked, Alex would look back to the 
north often, just to make sure they weren’t being followed. He couldn’t help 
noticing the dark clouds that hung in the sky, and he worried about the storm he 
knew was coming. 

On the morning of their third day on the coast, the storm arrived. At first it 
was only a light rain and a little wind, but by midday it had become something 
much worse. The rain fell hard and fast and the wind stirred the sea into a frenzy. 
It was hard to see very far ahead because of the rain, but that wasn’t their biggest 
problem. The beach they were on had grown narrow, and the landward side was 
blocked by high cliffs. Waves came crashing onto the narrow strip of land, 
bowling Alex and Whalen over as they tried to walk, and then trying to drag 


them back into the sea before the next wave arrived. 

“We need to get off this beach,” Alex yelled over the wind. “If we stay here 
we'll be battered to death against the cliff wall, or dragged out to sea with the 
waves. Maybe both.” 

“We’ll be lucky not to drown first,” Whalen shouted back. “I can see a rocky 
point, maybe half a mile ahead. If we can get there, we’|l see what our options 
are.” 

They pressed on, helping each other to stand when the waves hit, and pulling 
each other back to the land when the waves tried to drag them into the sea. It was 
hard work, and it felt like hours had passed before they even got close to the 
rocky point Whalen had seen. It was too high to climb and the rock was too 
broken to get a good hold. A large mound of broken rocks had fallen from the 
cliff, forming a barrier that ran into the sea. 

Alex and Whalen looked at each other; neither of them willing to say what 
they both knew had to be done. After resting for a few minutes they went 
forward carefully, trying to stay as close to the rocks and as far from the sea as 
possible. It was an impossible task with the wind-tossed waves crashing into 
them. They would have to wade and hope that the water wasn’t too deep and the 
waves not too large. 

Their going was slow. The rocks were slippery and uneven, but the waves 
were not as bad as Alex had feared. When they reached a place where they could 
see the beach beyond the rocky point, the sight gave Alex hope. The cliffs were 
not so high here, and there was a wide stretch of open beach above the waves. 
The thought that they would soon be out of the waves—even if heavy rain 
continued to fall—was a relief. Alex managed a tired smile as he pressed 
forward, and then he heard a roar from behind him. He looked back over his 
shoulder. 

What Alex saw confused him at first. It looked as if the sea had tilted 
sideways, or that the ground under his feet was strangely sloped. Understanding 
came quickly, and Alex turned to look at Whalen. The old wizard was too far 
ahead of him; Alex wouldn’t be able to grab him and help him through the 
massive wave that was coming. Alex sucked in his breath, hoping that he could 
yell loud enough for Whalen to hear him over the wind. He tried to shout, but the 
wave crashed down on him before he could make a sound. 

Alex felt himself lifted off the submerged rocks, and tumbled until he didn’t 
know which way was up. The icy water clawed at him, pulling him deeper into 
the sea. He tried to swim, to fight his way to the surface, but it was no good. 

“Don't panic. Relax,” Alex’s O’Gash whispered. “Save the air you have. 
Fighting the sea will only make it worse.” 


It wasn’t easy, but Alex did as his O’Gash said. He let his body go limp, he 
didn’t fight, he let himself float freely in the sea. His lungs were burning for 
want of air, his brain was screaming at him to breathe, and finally his head broke 
the surface of the water. He gulped in as much air as he could, not knowing 
when the next wave would crash down on him. He looked wildly around, 
searching for Whalen, looking to see where he was, trying to find the beach that 
he knew couldn’t be far. There was nothing to see but foam and water. 

Gulping in another breath, and getting almost as much water as air, Alex tried 
to get his bearings. The water was cold, draining his body heat away second by 
second. Swimming in this stormy sea would be hard, but swimming the wrong 
direction would be fatal. Alex thought for a moment about changing his shape, 
becoming a seal or a fish to stop the cold water from killing him and to help him 
find his way. 

Before he could work any magic, Alex felt himself being lifted again. He 
sucked in as much air as he could, and tried not to fight the wave that was 
carrying him. His body was pulled under the water and tumbled around and 
around. He didn’t fight it; he let the sea have its way. The sudden impact with 
the rocky shore drove most of the air out of Alex. He tried to get more air and 
cling to the rocks that were under him, but the retreating wave filled his nose and 
mouth with water and sand. 

When the pull of the wave grew weaker, Alex lifted his head. He was still in 
the water, but his knees and hands were on rocky ground. Coughing and spitting, 
he crawled up the beach until he felt that he could go no further. Slowly he rolled 
over and sat up, again looking for Whalen. He saw nothing at first, but after he 
wiped the water out of his eyes, he could see what might be a man, fifty or so 
yards further down the beach. 

Stumbling and half crawling, Alex made his way down the beach. As he got 
closer he could make out Whalen’s beard and gray hair—his magical disguise 
had been washed away. Whalen sat up and started coughing violently before 
Alex got to him, and when he tried to stand he only flopped back into the water. 

“Whalen,” Alex called weakly. “Are you alright?” 

“I’m getting too old for this kind of thing,” Whalen answered, and continued 
to cough. 

“Let’s get off the beach for now,” Alex said, relieved that Whalen appeared to 
be alright. 

Whalen didn’t answer but simply nodded his agreement. Helping each other to 
stand, they staggered away from the water’s edge but only managed to go about 
a hundred yards before they both fell down and had to rest. Alex rolled onto his 
hands and knees and vomited up what felt like a gallon of sea water. He was 


dizzy and cold and he wanted to conjure up a magical fire to warm them. 

“If Jabez or his helpers find us in this, then I feel sorry for them,” Alex said 
grimly. 

“Tt’s not as bad as that—look there,” Whalen said, pointing. 

Alex looked but saw nothing. He blinked, shook his head, and then he spotted 
what looked like a rising trail of smoke further up the shore. 

“T think we’ve found a fishing village, and not a moment too soon,” Whalen 
said. 


(CHAPTER THIRTEEN 


ALONG THE (COAST 
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Alex woke with a start, half rising from the straw pallet where he’d been 
sleeping. He lowered himself slowly back onto the straw. He’d had a fever for 
two days, and his stomach had been as unsettled as the storm that raged around 
the small hut he was in. The storm had passed, and so had Alex’s fever. He was 
still weak from lack of food, but he felt much better than he had. 

Turning his head to one side, Alex surveyed the hut. Glowing coals in the fire 
pit gave a little light, but a brighter light was already growing outside. There was 
a bucket near his head (which he’d used more than once), a few rough chairs 
near the fire pit, a small table next to the back wall of the hut, jugs of water, 
cups, plates, utensils—nothing special. A second straw pallet was on the 
opposite side of the room, and as he focused his eyes on it Alex saw that it was 
empty. 

“Whalen,” Alex said in a weak, hoarse voice. 

There was no answer and no movement in the hut. Alex wasn’t worried; 
Whalen would be close. He’d hardly left Alex’s side since the two of them had 
arrived here, and he’d been very concerned about Alex’s condition after he’d 
swallowed so much sea water. Now it seemed the danger had passed, and 
Whalen was out and about, preparing for the two of them to continue their 
journey. 

Slowly Alex got up. He was hungry after his long fast, but more than anything 
he was thirsty. He knew that drinking salt water was never a good idea, but he 
hadn’t had much choice when the waves had dragged him into the sea. He tried 
to stretch the soreness out of his body as he moved to the water jugs for a drink. 

“Ah, good, you’re up,” Whalen’s voice said from the doorway. “I was just 
coming to check on you. Pll need your help today, as I’ve found us a boat.” 

“If you’ve already found a boat, why do you need my help?” 

“Well it’s an older boat, and it hasn’t been used for some time. We’ll need to 
make some repairs to her before she’ll be seaworthy. Some of the locals are 
willing to give us a hand, so it shouldn’t be too much trouble.” 

“Her?” 

“Boats and ships are always called her or she ,” Whalen said. “Well, almost 


always.” 

Alex didn’t reply. He took another long drink of water, and then looked around 
the hut for something to eat. Whalen seemed to read his mind and started to 
laugh. 

“Good, your appetite has returned. The villagers have already had their 
morning meal, but I’m sure they’ ll get you something when they see you’re up. 
They’ ve all been worried about you since we arrived.” 

“Really, why?” 

“Mostly because they’re good people,” Whalen answered, waving toward the 
door. “Also because they believe it would be a bad omen if a stranger in need 
died in their village.” 

“Well, Pll try not to die,” Alex said with a slight smile. “That would be very 
rude of me.” 

Whalen led Alex to the far side of the village, where the boat he had found for 
them was waiting. A half dozen men were already there, checking the sides for 
gaps and warped boards. Whalen made some quick introductions, but before 
Alex was allowed to do any work or even to look at the boat more closely, he 
was being served his morning meal. It was not anything like a normal breakfast, 
as it consisted of fish stew and bread. Alex was happy just to have something in 
his stomach, but he paused in his hurried eating to thank the villagers and 
mention how good the food was. 

The day’s work was not that hard, but it was tedious, hour after hour of 
pressing tar-soaked rags into every crack and crevice of the boat, letting them 
dry, and then brushing a layer of tar on top of the rags. The tar had a strong smell 
that Alex did not like. Some of the villagers, seeing Alex’s wrinkled nose, 
laughed and told him he would get used to the smell soon enough. 

Late in the afternoon, as the final coat of tar was drying, Alex took a walk 
around the village. He wanted to see how these people lived, but he also wanted 
to try something he’d been thinking about. He didn’t say anything to Whalen 
because he was sure Whalen would object to it. He would let Whalen know later, 
once they were on the move again. 

With the sun setting behind them and the boat declared seaworthy, the entire 
village turned out to help Alex and Whalen push her into the sea. When the 
small craft slid gracefully into the water, the villagers cheered happily. Whalen 
tied the boat to one of many large rocks along the shore and left her for the night. 
The villagers had planned a feast to celebrate the boat’s return to the sea, and to 
honor their new friends and wish them luck in their travels. 

The feast was not the grandest Alex had ever been to, but the food was good 
and there was plenty for everyone. Everyone was happy, and the party went well 


into the night. When Alex and Whalen finally returned to the small hut they’d 
been using, Alex realized how tired he was after the long day. 

“Tt would have been faster and easier to repair the boat with magic,” Alex 
commented as he dropped onto his pallet. 

“Perhaps,” Whalen said, turning to look into the darkness outside the door. 
“Faster and easier for Jabez to find us as well.” 

“Tf he’s still looking,” Alex said, closing his eyes. 

“You know he’s still looking,” Whalen answered without moving. “He’s 
watching and waiting, and we have no choice but to go forward with our plan.” 

“Don’t worry so much, Whalen. It will make you old before your time,” Alex 
said and yawned. 

If Whalen answered Alex didn’t hear him, as he was already fast asleep. As he 
slept a feeling of peace filled him, and he dreamed of happy places and friends. 
Some of the faces in his dreams he did not recognize, but he knew they were his 
friends just the same. For some unnamed reason that he could not even think of 
when he woke up, Alex was sure that their mission here in Jarro would be a 
success. 

Alex and Whalen were up early the next morning. With many thanks and calls 
of good luck and fortune, the two of them sailed out with the other fishing boats 
from the village. Alex had sailed before, but never in so small a boat. Whalen, 
however, knew what he was doing, and quickly taught Alex what he needed to 
know. The morning breeze carried them away from the village, and soon they’d 
left the other boats behind and were headed due south along the coast. 

Whalen seemed happy to remain silent and sail south, and Alex didn’t bother 
him with questions. He was busy thinking his own thoughts and trying to form a 
plan for the future. They were getting closer to their goal now, but if Whalen had 
a plan he had not shared it with Alex. At midday Whalen took out some of the 
provisions he had bought in the fishing village, and divided them between Alex 
and himself. 

“We may want to change course,” Alex commented as he accepted the food. 

“Change course?” Whalen asked. “To where?” 

“T think we should sail farther west than we are now. If we remain in sight of 
land we could be spotted.” 

“One small boat moving south will hardly trouble anyone.” 

“Perhaps not, but I’d like to avoid being seen if we can.” 

“You’re worried because I’m not wearing my disguise. After the storm washed 
it away I couldn’t really conjure it up until we were alone.” 

“Maybe you shouldn’t put it back on at all.” 

“What, and travel as myself? I may not have spent much time in Jarro, Alex, 


but I’m still too well known here. I’d be spotted by Jabez’s men at any port we 
come to, and that would mean trouble.” 

“And that is why I think we should sail farther to the west. If we stay away 
from Midland, we won’t be seen, and you won’t need your disguise.” 

“Do you think Jabez might use this little bit of magic to track us down?” 

“No, not exactly. It has been your rule, however, that we not use magic at all 
here in Jarro.” 

“Well, yes, but I had to have a disguise, and—” 

“T understand. I’m not saying it was wrong to use a little magic, maybe even 
more than we have been. I don’t know all there is to know about magic, and I 
don’t know how Jabez could find us if we used magic, unless it was something 
extraordinary or one of his people caught us in the act.” 

“There are ways.” 

“Yes, I’m sure there are, but that’s not my point. What I’m saying is that you 
shouldn’t use magic, and I’ Il tell you why. You have a magical connection to 
Jabez.” 

“Yes, we’ve talked about that,” Whalen said, looking puzzled. 

“And Jabez has been using that connection to try and pry his way into your 
mind. I’ve seen how hard you’ve been working to block his attacks.” 

“Tt is not the easiest of tasks, defending your own mind.” 

“T’m sure it’s not,” Alex agreed. “However, I have no connection to Jabez, so I 
can use magic more freely than you.” 

“Perhaps you can, but I wouldn’t count on my magical connection to Jabez 
being the only way he can find our magic—or us.” 

“No, I’m sure it’s not the only way he can find us, but this is what ’m 
thinking: I don’t believe Jabez can find my magic at all, so long as I don’t do 
anything out of the ordinary and no one sees me doing it.” 

“T don’t know,” Whalen protested. 

“Even you have a hard time seeing my magic, and you know who and what I 
am,” Alex said quickly. “If no one sees me doing magic, I don’t believe Jabez 
will even know I’m here.” 

“Maybe not, but I don’t like the idea.” 

“Let me ask you a question,” Alex said before Whalen could continue. “Did 
you notice anything odd or magical when we were in the fishing village?” 

“T’m not sure what you mean. Magical? No, I saw no trace of magic at all 
while we were there. Why do you ask?” 

“Well, don’t be angry. I had to test my idea to be sure.” 

“Test what idea? What have you done, Alex?” 

“I used my magic. Yesterday, when I took a walk in the afternoon, I used a few 


spells.” 

“Spells ? More than one?” 

“Well, the villagers were so kind and generous to us, and I saw how they 
wouldn’t accept payment from you, so I did a bit of magic.” 

“What exactly did you do? This is important, Alex, tell me everything.” 

“T put spells of increase on their fields and herds. I put a spell of bounty on the 
sea, so they’ ll have good fishing as long as that lasts, and I put spells of safety on 
their fishing boats.” 

Whalen sat in silence for a time. Alex wasn’t sorry for what he had done, and 
tried hard not to smile because of the stunned look on Whalen’s face. 

“You did all that, and I didn’t notice anything,” Whalen said finally. “I would 
have thought that, I mean, I should . . . I should have noticed something.” 

“T really didn’t want you to,” Alex said. “I was trying to hide the magic as 
much as possible, and as you know, dragons are very good at hiding things.” 

“T’I] never doubt that again,” Whalen said, shaking his head in disbelief. 

“You’re not angry?” 

“No, I’m not angry,” Whalen said with a grudging laugh. “So, you’ve done all 
this magic without my noticing, which means there is no way that Jabez would 
notice either. So what’s your plan?” 

“Well, first of all, you should not use any magic at all,” Alex said. 

“And second?” Whalen asked. 

“That’s a bit trickier.” 

“What is this idea of yours, Alex? Tell me what you’re thinking.” 

“Yes, well, I’ve been thinking about this for some time, and I’m almost certain 
it will work.” 

“What will work?” Whalen pressed. 

“I believe that I can hide you from Jabez using my dragon magic. I mean... if 
you, knowing who and what I am, and being close to me . . . Well, what I mean 
is, if you don’t see me using magic, and Jabez can’t see it either, then maybe I 
can use that magic to make it impossible for Jabez to see you .” 

“T see,” Whalen said thoughtfully. “Do you think it will work? Do you think 
you can hide me and block the magical connection between Jabez and myself?” 

“Yes, I believe I can,” Alex said confidently. “The link between you and Jabez 
will still be there, and you will have to continue to guard your thoughts, but .. .” 

“But what?” 

“Well, the connection will be weaker—maybe ‘fuzzier’ would be a better 
word. As if you were very far away, in a distant land, and magic was interfering 
with the link.” 

“That makes no sense at all, and yet perfect sense at the same time. You don’t 


think Jabez might notice you while you’re trying to hide me, do you? If there’s 
any chance of him finding out that you’re here, we can’t risk it.” 

“He won’t notice me. I’m sure he won’t.” 

“Alright, so if you do all the magic from now on, and I’m hidden from Jabez 
—then what?” 

“Then we stay away from the shores of Midland. I’ve done some reading on 
weather-working magic, and I found something called the ‘Mage Wind,’ which I 
think will help us sail farther west than the winds of Jarro might allow us to.” 

“Yes, the mage wind is a simple spell. I’ve used it myself many times. It is a 
bit more difficult if you cast that magic on a large ship, but on a boat this size it 
should work wonderfully.” 

“Good, then you can explain it to me if I don’t get it right. So, we hide you, 
sail to the south and west across the sea and come to Westland unnoticed. Of 
course it will mean more time at sea, and we do run the risk of running into 
another storm, but...” 

“But nothing. It’s a very good plan, and when I do reappear in Westland, Jabez 
will be taken by surprise.” 

“Let’s hope you don’t need to reappear before we get to Conmar Castle.” 

They finished their meal, and as they ate Whalen explained the mage wind 
spell to Alex. Hiding Whalen with his magic was really quite simple, so simple 
that Alex felt bad for not thinking of doing it sooner. Alex’s first attempt to raise 
the mage wind, however, was more than he had planned for. He nearly tore the 
sail off the mast, and the boat spun around wildly. After a quick magical repair 
of the sail, Whalen suggested that Alex start slower, and then add more power to 
his spell as he got a feel for it. By the time the sun was setting, Alex had 
mastered the spell and their small boat was making good time to the southwest, 
far from the shores of Midland. 

“Well, it seems we have some time to talk,” Whalen said as the darkness 
gathered around them. 

“Talk?” 

“About our business. For you to ask questions, and for me to try to answer 
them. We have several days with no one around to hear or interrupt, so we 
should use them.” 

“T’m not sure where to begin,” Alex said after a moment of thought. “I don’t 
have many questions about Jabez. Your journals answered most of those.” 

“But you do have questions.” 

Alex didn’t say anything for a time as he sorted things out in his mind. Whalen 
didn’t rush him, and sat quietly gazing out to sea. 

“The biggest questions I have don’t really have anything to do with the quest 


we’re on,” Alex finally said. 

“Really? What questions are those?” 

“Well, before we started this adventure, you told me that the council of 
wizards didn’t all agree that there is a Brotherhood, or at least they didn’t want to 
believe that something so evil could be happening.” 

“I may have misspoken. What I meant was that while they don’t want to 
believe in something so evil happening, they really don’t want to believe that 
they aren’t aware of it happening. There are some very proud wizards on the 
council, Alex. For something like this to be going on for so long without them 
noticing .. . well, let’s just say that it wouldn’t look too good, and it would 
wound their pride.” 

“But some of them believed you.” 

“T’ve managed to convince two or three of them, yes.” 

“What are they going to do? If we fail on this quest, or if an attack comes in 
some other land while we’re dealing with Jabez—what will they do?” 

“They will do what they can. But I’m afraid it will be too little, too late to 
prevent a lot of trouble.” 

“But they are the council of wizards. They could summon all the wizards in 
the known lands to help them if they wanted to.” 

“Ah, I see that I’ve failed in your education,” Whalen said with a sigh. “The 
council of wizards is not as powerful as you seem to think.” 

“What do you mean? They’re the council ,” Alex said. “They fight evil, help 
train young wizards, and make sure that wizard law is not broken. I swore an 
oath to obey the wizard laws, Whalen.” 

“Yes, that is true. And we also settle disputes between wizards from time to 
time, and try to answer questions about magic,” Whalen said. “What we don’t do 
—and can’t do—is command other wizards to obey us.” 

“So the council has no power to command?” Alex asked in surprise. 

“We were not elected or appointed to the council, Alex. The nine members of 
the wizard’s council are simply volunteers who want to help. It has been 
suggested from time to time that we try to gain some power to command other 
wizards, but I have always been opposed to that idea.” 

“Why?” 

“Because I fear that if the council was given any power to control the actions 
of other wizards, we would end up becoming like the Brotherhood we are 
fighting to destroy,” Whalen answered. “Power tends to corrupt, and the 
temptation to use that power, even for good, could cause a great deal of harm.” 

“Yes, I can see how that could happen,” Alex said. “So you think if trouble 
starts somewhere else, or if we fail here, the council won’t be able to stop the 


Brotherhood.” 

“They will do all they can. The problem is that they don’t all believe, and by 
the time they do believe, it might be too late.” 

“Then we must not fail,” Alex said. 

“Well, we must do our best not to,” Whalen agreed. “Now that you understand 
about the council, what else would you like to know?” 

“You’ve given me a lot to think about already. I’m not sure I’m ready for any 
more answers tonight.” 

“Then rest. You can let the mage wind drop. The winds of Jarro will blow us 
to the south, and we have to go further south before turning west.” 

Alex moved to the bow of the boat and lay down, but he did not go to sleep. 
For a time, he thought about what Whalen had told him about the council of 
wizards. He was worried about how little real power they had to fight the 
Brotherhood. He could understand Whalen’s point about power corrupting, and 
for a short time he wondered about why the members of the Brotherhood wanted 
power. Some of them might believe that they were working for a greater good, 
but the power they desired turned all their good to evil. 

As the moon rose in the east, Alex’s thoughts turned to Jabez. He had read 
Whalen’s journals, and he felt as if he almost knew Jabez. He had learned a great 
deal from both Whalen’s and Jabez’s writings, and he had to wonder how Jabez 
had gone so wrong. He had not always been evil, but he had always wanted 
power and the praise of others. That desire had turned him away from Whalen, 
and away from the path of a true wizard. 

A memory of Whalen’s voice echoed in Alex’s mind— “A wizard should do 
his work and then be gone.” 

Alex glanced at Whalen in the moonlight. He was sitting quietly beside the 
boat’s tiller, looking at the stars. Alex smiled to himself and wondered how it 
was that he had learned so much from his friend in such a short time, and how 
Jabez had failed to learn the same lessons after so many years. Perhaps it was 
because Jabez was so familiar with Whalen. Maybe he had failed to take the 
simple lessons to heart. 

As Alex considered all of this, he realized he didn’t really have any questions 
about Jabez that he needed to ask. There were things he wanted to discus with 
Whalen, a few ideas that he wanted to talk over, but no real questions. He knew 
Jabez well enough, and while he might understand how Jabez had turned to evil, 
he could not forgive it. 


~~ 


When morning came, Alex was still thinking. The winds of Jarro were hardly 


blowing, so he raised the mage wind once more to carry them south and a little 
west. As he and Whalen ate their breakfast, he brought up some of the ideas he’d 
had during the night. The first thing that came to mind was Jabez’s belief that 
ancient places held magic, and that the magic could be used if you knew how to 
call it up. 

“He may have a point,” Whalen admitted. “I’ve often found that magic tends 
to gather—or perhaps linger—around ancient places. I’ve never spent a lot of 
time in such a place though, so I don’t know if such magic could be used by a 
wizard.” 

“Tt would explain why he chose Conmar for his base.” 

“Yes, it could. We’ll have to be careful as we approach. If Jabez has found 
some way to use the magic of the place, there’s no telling what he might do with 
it.” 

“What could he do with it? I doubt he could use it for just anything, but that 
doesn’t mean he couldn’t use it for some things.” 

“Perhaps. Don’t try to overthink it, at least not now. If Jabez can use the 
magic, well, we will just have to deal with that when it happens.” 

Alex thought about this ancient magic for a few minutes, and then turned their 
talk to another topic that had been on his mind. 

“What are the people of Westland like?” 

“Like most other people, I suppose,” Whalen said after a moment of thought. 
“They want to live their lives in peace, or at least with as little trouble as 
possible. They are more like warriors than the people of Midland, and they will 
not give in to Jabez just because he claims to be lord of Conmar, or even because 
he’s a wizard. They go their own way, and they don’t like to be told what to do, 
like most people.” 

“Joshua told me that Jabez was taking hostages. How do you think that will 
affect what the people of Westland do?” 

“Tt will keep them from attacking Jabez for a time. Though I think that at some 
point they will realize that Jabez will never return the hostages he has taken, and 
when that happens, things could go very bad for Jabez.” 

“By the time they see what he is doing, it may be too late for them to fight. 
He’s holding the hostages to buy himself time. I suppose the real question is, will 
the people of Westland help us? Or will they at least stand aside and let us pass 
through their lands to Conmar?” 

“Perhaps,” Whalen said and fell silent. 

Alex let the silence grow as he thought about what was coming. Jabez was 
already powerful in Westland, and he had started his war of conquest. He was 
strong enough to send warlocks and monsters into Midland and soldiers into 


Eastland. He was growing strong quickly, and Alex and Whalen had been slow 
—perhaps too slow. 

“How far south do you plan on going?” Alex finally asked. “We need to hurry, 
Whalen. Time is running out.” 

“Time is running out, but then, it is always running out,” said Whalen. “I’m 
not sure how far south we will have to go. To reach Conmar from the west we 
will have to cross the mountains of Westland. The passes over the mountains are 
high, and if the winter snows have started to fall, we may need to go a long way 
south before we can go west.” 

“Then we should sail more to the west now,” said Alex. “Once we have 
Westland in sight, we can judge the mountain passes. If there’s too much snow, 
we can Sail south quickly enough with the mage wind in our sail.” 

For the next three days, Alex pressed the mage wind into their sail. The small 
boat almost skipped across the sea, but when they came in sight of Westland, 
things did not look good. 

“The mountaintops are hidden by clouds, but I can plainly see snow far down 
on the slopes,” Whalen commented. 

“South then,” Alex said. “South as fast as we can. If we must, we could sail 
around the southern end of Westland and back north to Conmar.” 

“Those coasts will be dangerous. Jabez is sure to have many watchers along 
the coast,” Whalen said. “I would prefer to come to Conmar by land if we can.” 

“We’ll find a way,” Alex said, turning their boat to the south. 

They sailed south, staying just in sight of land. For the first few days the 
weather was fair, and they saw no other boats or ships as they went. On the 
fourth day of sailing south along the coast, the weather changed. At first it was 
only a little rain, but slowly the storm grew around them. On the fifth day the 
rain came harder, and the winds seemed to change direction every few minutes. 
It was difficult to see the coastline, as great drifts of fog covered the sea around 
them. 

“It’s going to get worse before it gets better,” Whalen said as the gray evening 
turned to darkness. 

“We’ll find a way,” Alex said again, and fell silent. 

Long before dawn on the sixth day, the storm had come in full force, and it 
was all they could do to keep their boat afloat. Whalen held the rudder, while 
Alex bailed water and tried to use the mage wind to keep them going south. 
There was no time for rest, as waves crashed over them from what seemed like 
every direction. 

“We need to find a harbor,” Whalen yelled over the shrieking wind. “This boat 
wasn’t made for such high seas.” 


“She’ll hold together,” Alex shouted back. 

They sailed in the storm for what felt like hours. Alex added some magic to 
strengthen the small boat, as the winds and waves seemed determined to break it 
to pieces. Whalen was right; this boat was not made to sail in high seas. The low 
sides of the boat allowed almost every wave that hit them to fill it with water; 
and Alex was only able to keep them from being swamped by using magic. 

“To the west!” Whalen yelled. “A light to the west.” 

Alex looked but saw nothing but waves and fog. A wave crashed over them, 
nearly knocking Alex down, and for a few minutes there was no time to do 
anything but keep the boat afloat. When another wave lifted the boat, Alex took 
a quick look to the west. A beacon could be seen, a bright yellow-orange fire on 
the shore. 

“Tt’s a long way off!” Alex yelled. 

“Tt might be our only chance!” Whalen yelled back. 

Whalen held the rudder fast while Alex used the mage wind to fight the wind 
and sea of Jarro. The timbers of their boat groaned and popped as the storm tried 
to push them south and east, further from land. Alex redoubled the magic he’d 
used to hold the boat together, but he could feel the boat tremble like a 
frightened animal under his feet. Even with his magic, Alex could feel the planks 
of their boat ripping apart, when suddenly the sea became calm. Surprised, Alex 
looked around to see what had happened. The rain continued to fall, but the wind 
had dropped and the waves had been left behind. They had sailed past a 
headland to the north, and into a wide harbor where many ships were tied to 
rocky docks. 

“We’ve made it,” Whalen said. 

“Made it where?” Alex asked. 

“T’m not sure. Before we go ashore, change your sword and take out your 
staff. We will travel as ourselves here. The time for hiding is over.” 

“Perhaps. But it would be best if you remain hidden from Jabez, at least for 
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now. 
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It didn’t take long for Alex to retrieve his staff and his magic sword from his 
magic bag. He attached the sword to his belt, and immediately felt more like 
himself. 

“We will declare ourselves openly,” Whalen said, “but do not say more than is 
needed. Say you are a wizard but not that you are a dragon lord.” 

“Will that matter to these people?” Alex asked. 

“T doubt it, but it would be best to leave some things hidden,” Whalen 
answered. 

Ready for whatever lay ahead, Alex summoned up a light mage wind and 
guided their boat toward the docks. Before they were close enough to call out, 
Alex could see several men gathering on one of the docks, and Whalen worked 
the boat’s rudder to guide them to the group. Alex noted that Whalen had been 
right; these men did look more like warriors than any of the other men he’d seen 
in Midland. They were alert, and looked to be ready for anything. 

“Well met,” a man holding a lantern called as they approached the dock. “I am 
called Brock. I am the harbormaster here.” 

“Well met,” Whalen called back. “May we come ashore?” 

“We’d hardly put you out in a storm such as this,” Brock said. “Yet caution 
demands we know something about you before we welcome you to our city.” 

“We will gladly tell you all we can, but perhaps we can find someplace drier to 
talk,” Whalen said. 

Brock nodded and caught the rope that Whalen tossed to him. Their boat was 
quickly secured to the dock, and Alex and Whalen stepped ashore. Alex noticed 
that the men from the city kept their distance, and that at least three of the men 
carried crossbows under their cloaks. 

“Lucky you made land at all in such a small boat and in such a bad storm,” 
Brock said. 

“Tt was more than luck,” Whalen answered in a pleasant voice. “But I do 
wonder what city we’ve managed to come to.” 

“We’ll talk indoors,” Brock said, waving his lantern and starting off down the 
dock. 


Alex and Whalen followed, and the men from the city followed them. They 
left the docks behind and went up through the winding roads of the city. They 
walked in silence for a long time, and Alex guessed they were several hundred 
feet above the sea and nearly a mile of winding roads from the docks. 

“In here,” Brock finally said, stopping before a heavy wooden door. 

Glancing up, Alex could see that the building was some kind of fortress. The 
men who had followed them from the docks had fallen behind, but Alex knew 
they were there and that their numbers had more than doubled. These men were 
afraid of something, and Alex wondered what kind of trouble he and Whalen had 
just walked into. 

Brock led them through the doorway and down a long hall that had no 
decorations of any kind. At the end of the hallway, they entered a large round 
room with a round table and a dozen chairs around it. Except for the lantern 
Brock was carrying, the room was dark, but Alex knew it was not empty. Brock 
placed his lantern on the table, motioned for them to sit down, and shuffled to 
the far side of the room. 

“Any trouble?” a soft voice asked. 

“No, my lady,” another, deeper voice answered. 

Alex, listening with his wizard’s ear, could hear the lowered voices plainly. 
There was trouble here, but he wasn’t sure just how much. He took a chair next 
to Whalen, letting his eyes look beyond the lantern light. He could see a dozen 
men standing silently near the wall on the far side of the room. Each man held a 
crossbow pointed at Whalen and himself. 

“They have the look of wizards, but I see no magic,” the soft voice 
commented. 

“Just men, then?” her companion asked. 

“Doubtful, considering how they arrived here. Use caution. There is 
something about them, but I cannot make it out,” the soft voice answered before 
trailing off. 

A large man stepped into the light. “Forgive me, gentlemen, for your long 
march.” His deep voice filled the small room. “You are doubtless tired from your 
travels, and hungry, I daresay. Food and drink is on the way, and then we will 
find you a place to rest.” 

“I think some talk would be more welcome than food or rest,” Whalen said. 
“When we arrived, I asked what city we had come to, and I’ve been waiting for 
an answer for some time now.” 

“You don’t know where you are?” the large man asked. 

“Tt is not so easy to keep track of where you are in the middle of a storm at 
sea,” Whalen said with a slight smile. 


“True enough,” the man replied, running his hand over his face. “First, 
however, I will ask who you are, and what your business in Westland might be.” 

“You reveal nothing,” Whalen said thoughtfully. “Very well. I am Whalen 
Vankin, wizard and member of the council of wizards.” 

“And you?” the man asked, looking at Alex. 

“T don’t enjoy speaking while under threat,” Alex said, looking past the 
speaker to the armed men behind him. “However, as you appear to be set on this 
course, I am Alexander Taylor, wizard and adventurer.” 

“Threat?” the man asked, looking from side to side as if no one was there. 
“Clearly there is no threat here for a wizard, and even less for two.” 

“Little enough,” Whalen said, giving Alex a warning look. “Come now, sir, 
will you not tells us who you are, and what city we have come to?” 

“T am Timold, lord of this city, and before I say more I will ask that you both 
place your staffs on the table in front of you and move back toward the door,” he 
said sternly. 

“T had hoped for a friendlier greeting,” Whalen commented. 

“You will be held under guard until such time as the king’s council can decide 
what to do with you,” Timold said. 

“We don’t have time for this nonsense,” Alex said, his dragon’s temper 
starting to rise. 

“Lay down your staffs and move back,” Timold repeated. 

“There is no need for this,” Whalen said. 

“Lay down your staffs or we will use force,” Timold almost shouted. 

“Enough of this!” Alex shouted back. 

With one quick move, Alex was on his feet, his staff held up and ablaze with a 
pure white light that filled the room. He magically froze the crossbows, so when 
the men behind Timold all tried to fire their bolts, they found their crossbows 
useless. Many of them dropped their crossbows and tried to draw their swords. 

“Enough!” Alex repeated, raising his hand and freezing the swords in their 
scabbards. 

“Alex, be calm,” Whalen said. “I’m sure we can make Timold see reason. It 
will just take some time.” 

“We’ve wasted too much time already,” Alex replied. “I can see Jabez’s hand 
at work here. Fear and mistrust fills this land already. We are not your enemy, 
Timold. We do not serve the so-called lord of Conmar. We have come to destroy 
this evil, or at least drive it out of your lands. If you will not aid us in our quest, 
then stand aside and let us pass.” 

“You claim not to serve the lord of Conmar, yet you use magic against us,” 
Timold replied, tugging on his frozen sword. “How can we know why you have 


come here and who you serve?” 

Alex could see that his temper was creating a problem instead of helping them 
find answers. He took a deep breath to calm himself, and considered Timold’s 
question. How could he prove that they didn’t serve Conmar? 

“Before I answer, tell us what city we have come to?” Alex said. “Knowing 
where we are might help us to answer your questions.” 

“T don’t see how knowing where you are can help in any way,” Timold said. 
“However, I can’t see that it can hurt either. You have come to the city of Valora, 
capital of the southern kingdom of Westland.” 

“Valora,” Alex repeated. “There is one among you, Joshua by name, nephew 
of your king. He will know me, and he will speak for me.” 

“Lord Joshua is not here,” Timold said. “He did not return from his quest in 
the east, and it is rumored that—” 

“He has been taken by the lord of Conmar’s men,” Alex finished for him. “I 
was afraid this would happen, Whalen. We should have done more for him.” 

“What more could we have done?” Whalen asked. 

“You know Lord Joshua?” Timold asked, his tone softening. 

“T met him in Eastland and helped him to escape some men who had come 
from Conmar,” Alex answered. “The three of us traveled together to Midland. 
He was going to make his way home from there. Whalen and I had made other 
arrangements for our own travel, and so we parted company nearly eight months 
ago.” 

“Your words ring true, and the timing seems right, but . . .” Timold 
stammered. 

“There is a way.” A figure in a hooded cloak stepped forward for the first time. 

It was the softer voice that Alex had heard when they first entered this room. 
Alex looked at the figure, and he could see magic around it, strong magic that 
was trying to hide itself and its owner. Alex smiled slightly, because he knew 
that the voice was too musical for a human; it was the voice of an elf. 

“True wizards cannot lie if they swear by their staff,” the elf said. “We know 
something of Master Vankin, but his fiery young friend is a mystery to us. Still, 
if they will swear by their staffs that they mean no harm to your people, that they 
do not serve the evil in Conmar, you may trust what they say.” 

“Will you so swear?” Timold asked, looking from Alex to Whalen. 

“Gladly,” Alex and Whalen answered together. 

A wizard swearing by his staff was a simple and powerful test, but it required 
magic. Alex worried that the act of swearing by his staff would reveal Whalen to 
Jabez, but he didn’t try to talk Whalen out of it. So, after swearing by his own 
staff, Alex turned all his thoughts on Whalen, working to hide him and his magic 


from Jabez. He hoped that Jabez was not actively looking for Whalen, but then 
Alex felt a small flicker of Whalen’s magic escape from his hiding spell. Even 
though it was small, it was like a blazing light shooting across Alex’s mind, and 
he knew that if Jabez was looking at all, he would see the same light. 

Alex concentrated and with great effort, pushed the flash of magic away from 
Whalen and out across the stormy sea. Alex hoped that Jabez would think that 
Whalen was somewhere out at sea and perhaps even believe that Whalen had 
been lost at sea, but Alex didn’t think they would be that lucky. 

Alex looked up and saw that the hooded elf was watching everything he did, 
as if trying to see something that wasn’t there. He wondered how much the elf 
might know, and how much she only guessed at. Alex’s own magic had hidden 
Whalen and himself from Jabez, but he wasn’t sure it would hide them from a 
very magical elf who was looking right at them. 

“We will find you a place to rest, and then discuss what we can do to help you 
in your quest,” Timold said. 

“Rest can wait. We are farther south than I thought, much farther,” Whalen 
said. “We should talk to your king, Lord Darthon. I’m sure he will have a great 
interest in our plans.” 

“That will not be possible,” said Timold. “Lord Darthon has fallen ill, stricken 
by some sickness that we do not recognize or know.” 

“What are his symptoms?” Alex asked in concern. 

“He lies in his bed like a dying man, unable to eat or even speak. His eyes are 
open but he is unable to see. Our healers have not been able to do anything for 
him, and they fear for his life,” Timold answered in a troubled voice. 

“How long has he been this way?” Whalen asked. 

“He has been ill for some time. For weeks now, he has been listless and 
distracted, one might say lost in his own mind. His condition worsened about ten 
days ago,” Timold said. 

“Take us to him at once,” Whalen said, jumping to his feet. “This sounds like 
some devilry of Jabez’s making. Some magical sickness he sends to weaken 
your people.” 

“Devilry to be sure, but, even our friends”—Timold bowed slightly to the elf 
—‘“are unable to help him.” 

“We may be able to help where they cannot,” Alex said. “Please, you must let 
us try.” 

“I don’t think—” Timold started, but the hooded elf interrupted him. 

“Tt is said that wizards see what others cannot. Perhaps they can find what 
troubles your lord where I cannot.” 

Timold nodded, and led the group out of the building and into the streets of 


Valora. A dozen men and the mysterious elf accompanied them through the light 
rainfall. The sky was lighter now, though the storm at sea would prevent any real 
sunshine through the clouds. 

It seemed that everything in Valora was made of gray stone, which was 
depressing in the rain. The buildings, while well-made and richly decorated, 
looked cold and cheerless in the early gray morning light. Even the empty streets 
were made of crafted stones carefully laid into patterns that Alex couldn’t quite 
make out. 

Alex noticed that their path led up the side of a mountain, with switchbacks 
that wove back and forth several times. At each turning they passed through a 
wide gate. After passing through five gates, they came to a level path that led 
them into a massive open square. On the far side of the square was a castle that 
might have been white in proper sunlight, but under the storm clouds was as 
gray as all the other buildings. 

They paused at the castle gate, where the twelve men who had accompanied 
Timold fell back and four men in gold and silver armor assumed the role of 
guards. Timold said a few quick words to the gatekeeper, and then he and the elf 
led Alex and Whalen into the castle. Alex could see very little of the inside of 
the castle, as most of its lamps were not lit. His mind was filled with thoughts 
about Darthon’s mystery sickness. Would he and Whalen be able to help? Could 
they detect whatever dark magic Jabez was using when a magical elf could not? 

Finally, they entered a chamber high within the castle’s main building. The 
four guards who had followed them from the gate remained outside with two 
others who were already stationed there. The lamps were burning low, and Alex 
felt strangely unsettled. 

“Wait here a moment,” Timold said, then he and the elf entered another nearby 
room. 

“What do you think this is?” Alex asked Whalen. 

“T don’t know,” Whalen answered. “There are many dark spells that can make 
men sick, but they don’t last this long usually. Dark magic does its work quickly. 
It may cause great pain for the sufferer, but it is almost always quick—or at least 
quicker than this.” 

“Something Jabez learned from the Brotherhood, no doubt.” 

“T fear so.” 

Timold returned to the room alone. “Come this way, if you will. The healers 
fear that Darthon does not have much time left in this world. If you can do 
anything at all, now would be a good time.” 

Alex and Whalen followed Timold down a short hallway and toward another 
dimly lit room. Timold entered first, followed by Whalen. 


Inside the room, eight or nine shadowy figures crowded around a bed. On the 
bed lay a man, about fifty years old. A woman sat beside him who Alex 
suspected was his wife. Whalen marched up to the bed and looked down at the 
man with concern. “We will assist in any way we—” Whalen started to say and 
stopped. 

Alex, still standing in the doorway, froze in place. He took a deep breath and 
smelled magic in the air. Licking his lips, he could almost taste it, and he knew 
that this illness was not the work of Jabez or any other wizard. 

“Whalen, get them out,” Alex said in a deep, growling voice. “It is a trap. Get 
them all out. I will go for Darthon.” 

“What? Alex, I don’t understand—what do you mean?” 

“The dragon,” Alex answered. “Please, get them out of here.” 

Alex didn’t wait to see if Whalen understood him or did what he asked. His 
mind had already moved away from his body and into a magical place that was 
both real and unreal at the same time. It was a place created by the mind of a 
dragon, and Darthon had been trapped there for a long time. 

Alex blinked a few times to clear his vision and found himself in a wide, 
shadow-filled valley. Multicolored boulders formed strange shapes like nothing 
he’d ever seen in the real world. Plants and trees were everywhere, but they were 
all dead and gray; there was nothing green or living that Alex could see. An 
empty riverbed snaked through the valley floor, and Alex followed it as he began 
his search. 

Walking was difficult, as the rocks in and along the empty river were large and 
jagged; clearly, no water had ever flowed past them to smooth their edges. 
Where there were no rocks, there was sand, so deep and soft it was difficult to 
walk through. It was hot in the valley, but there was no sun above him, and the 
sky was just another shade of gray. Alex pressed forward, his own will driving 
him on. 

Minutes or hours passed and nothing really changed. Time and distance were 
meaningless here, and it was only Alex’s willpower and magic that kept him 
moving in the right direction. Obstacles appeared in his path, and Alex made his 
way around them or over them. He would not be stopped. It was a kind of maze, 
a winding path that always looked the same no matter where you looked or how 
far you walked. Finally, Alex found what he’d been looking for, but what he saw 
did not make him feel any better. 

A golden dragon stood to one side of the dry riverbed, its eyes fixed on the 
small figure of a man. Alex knew that the figure was Darthon, or at least his 
mind and spirit, trapped inside the dragon’s spell. The figure of Darthon tried to 
escape, but the beast toyed with him as a cat would a mouse. Every time Darthon 


darted one way, the dragon blocked his escape. Every time Darthon tried to rest, 
the dragon would close in and force him to move. 

“Hold!” Alex yelled, his voice booming through the valley like thunder. 

It was a command that no mortal, not even a wizard, could give to a dragon. 
But Alex was more than a man, more than a wizard. He was a dragon lord. 

The dragon turned to look at Alex, then it rose up on its hind legs and beat the 
air with its wings. Fire flared from the dragon’s mouth, filling the air but 
touching nothing else. 

Alex took a few steps closer and leaned on his staff, watching the dragon. 

After a time, the dragon settled down, resting on its haunches, ready to spring, 
but Alex’s command held it where it sat. 

Alex focused his mind on the dragon in front of him. When he was certain it 
could not attack him in any way, he turned his attention to Darthon. He moved 
slowly forward, gently speaking Darthon’s name. Darthon stood as still as stone, 
his eyes looking into emptiness, seeing nothing. When Alex was close enough, 
he reached out and touched Darthon’s shoulder, speaking his name once more. 

“I...Iam lost,” Darthon mumbled. “I have wandered too far, and I can’t find 
my way back again.” 

“Your people need you,” Alex said, watching Darthon’s face. “You must 
return to them and lead them in these troubled times.” 

“My people. I must return, but I. . . I don’t know the way,” Darthon answered 
in a voice that was too tired for words. 

“Remember Valora,” Alex said. “Remember your family and friends. They are 
waiting for you. You must go.” 

“... must go,” Darthon repeated. “And you? Will you come to my kingdom? 
Will you aid us in our time of need?” 

“T am already here, waiting for you,” Alex answered. He summoned a weir 
light, and the small ball hovered at eye level. It was the brightest thing in the 
entire valley, and the dragon roared in anger. 

Darthon turned toward the light like it was the sun. 

“Retrace my path,” Alex said to the weir light. “Lead Darthon home.” 

The weir light bobbed and spun, making Alex smile. 

“Go now,” Alex said to Darthon. “Follow the light. I will be there when you 
wake.” 

The weir light began slowly floating back along the dry riverbed. 

Darthon didn’t say anything, but he managed a weak smile. He lifted one 
hand, reaching for the light, and started walking. Alex watched him until 
Darthon and the weir light vanished into the distance. He knew that Darthon was 
making his way home. 


Alex turned to face the dragon. The golden dragon remained ready to attack 
but sat motionless. For a moment, Alex considered taking his second true form 
as a great true silver dragon. In this magical place, he could do so easily, and just 
as easily destroy the enemy in front of him. He looked at the dragon once more, 
and then moved forward without changing. 

“You know what I am,” Alex said. “You know what I can do if I choose to.” 

The dragon did not answer; it simply nodded its head and then looked down at 
the ground, almost as if ashamed. 

Alex had not expected this. He thought the dragon would speak to him. At the 
very least, he thought the dragon would try to bribe him or convince him that it 
had done nothing wrong. He let the silence grow between them, and with it his 
anger began to grow as well. 

“You serve the evil of Conmar,” Alex said in a cold voice. “You do the 
bidding of the evil wizard Jabez. Have you nothing to say? Speak for yourself. I 
command you to speak.” 

The dragon lifted itself on its hind legs once more. Flames and smoke issued 
from its mouth, and it let out a roar of pure rage, mixed with a deep agony. 
Stamping the ground and flapping its wings, the dragon twisted and twitched as 
if in great pain, but it said nothing. Finally, the dragon calmed and turned its 
head away from Alex, unwilling to face him. 

“You cannot speak,” Alex said, suddenly understanding. “Jabez has stolen 
your voice. You are truly his slave.” 

The dragon turned its head back to Alex, nodding slowly in pain and defeat. 
As Alex looked at the dragon he saw something he had never expected to see. It 
broke his heart and filled him with an inner rage at the same time. The dragon in 
front of him was crying. 

“T will free you of this curse,” Alex said. “I swear by all that I am, I will free 
you from Jabez’s evil.” 

The dragon might have smiled, but Alex couldn’t tell. After swearing his oath 
to free the dragon, both the valley and the dragon began to vanish like mist under 
the morning sun. The magic that had trapped Darthon was broken. Alex looked 
out across the fading emptiness, knowing that the dragon would never reveal to 
Jabez what had happened. Alex took a deep breath, bowed his head, and spoke 
one last time before returning to his physical body. 

“T will free you and all of Jarro from the evil of Jabez.” 

“Alex?” Whalen’s voice came softly in the darkness. “Alex, are you alright?” 

“T am fine,” Alex answered slowly. “How long?” 

“You have stood motionless since just after dawn, and the sun has already set,” 
Whalen answered. “The healers are afraid. You... you mentioned a dragon.” 


“The dragon of Conmar,” Alex said. “The dragon that Jabez keeps as a slave. 
That trial has passed; Jabez will know nothing of it. Let the healers back in, and I 
will wake Darthon.” 

Alex heard Whalen leave, and he slowly opened his eyes. The room was still 
dimly lit, and Darthon lay resting on his bed. Nothing looked different but many 
things had changed. Slowly, Alex stretched his stiff body, then took a few steps 
to the side of the bed. His senses were heightened, so the sound of Whalen and 
the healers returning seemed incredibly loud to Alex. 

“Darthon,” Alex said softly once the healers had taken their places. “Darthon, 
it is time to wake up.” 

Darthon’s eyes fluttered and opened. He tried to sit up but was too weak to 
manage it. The healers, including three more hooded figures, propped him up on 
pillows. Another healer gave him something to drink. Darthon took a swallow, 
coughed, and then finished the drink. Alex watched but did not speak, and 
Darthon’s eyes never left his face. He lifted his hand to Alex, and Alex reached 
out and took it. 

“Praise the ancients you have come,” Darthon whispered. “In our darkest 
hours, you have come.” 

“Rest,” said Alex. “You need food and rest. We can speak later.” 

Darthon nodded and Alex turned to go. Whalen looked at him with an unasked 
question on his face. He followed Alex out of the room and down the hallway, 
where Timold was waiting for them. 

“Darthon? He is recovered?” Timold asked. 

“He is out of danger and will recover fully soon enough,” said Alex. 

Timold breathed a sigh of relief. “You have done our people a great service 
this day, and your names will always be honored here. Come, I will lead you to a 
place where you can eat and rest.” 

“Whalen may want food and rest, but I need something else,” Alex said. “A 
quiet place—a garden, perhaps. Someplace I can be alone for a time.” 

“As you wish,” Timold replied, a puzzled look on his face. 

“After great acts of magic, a wizard often needs to be alone to clear his mind,” 
Whalen said to Timold. “My friend will recover, but solitude will help him 
recover more quickly.” 

“Then it shall be as he wishes,” Timold answered. “There is a garden here in 
the palace, and I will see that you are not disturbed.” 

Timold led Alex and Whalen through the palace and into the garden. “I will 
place guards at the four entrances to the garden,” he said, looking at Alex to 
make sure that was acceptable. “If you should require anything, one of the 
guards will get it for you.” 


“Thank you,” Alex answered absently, and walked into the garden alone. His 
mind was too full for anything but the memory of the crying dragon. 

Alex didn’t notice Whalen and Timold leave; he just walked. When he came to 
a wall he turned and walked in a new direction. He didn’t keep track of how 
many times he paced through the garden. After a long time, he sat down on a 
bench near the center of the garden and cupped his head in his hands. 

The crying dragon filled his mind, a dragon whose voice had been taken. It 
was so evil that Alex had trouble believing it was true, but he knew that it was. 
Whatever Jabez had done other than this, whomever he had hurt, no matter how 
many people he had put in danger, none of it was as evil as stealing the voice of 
the dragon. It was like stealing a piece of the dragon’s soul. Killing a dragon was 
sometimes necessary—Alex had killed an evil dragon on his very first 
adventure. Making a bargain with a dragon was possible. He had befriended the 
ancient dragon Salinor on the Isle of Bones. But to take a dragon’s voice away 
and enslave it was cruel, wicked, and hateful. It was like leaving a wounded 
animal to suffer. It was an evil like nothing Alex had ever faced before. 

Alex sat in the garden until late into the night, his mind replaying what he had 
seen in the valley. The dragon had been ashamed about what had happened, but 
it was more than shame that made it cry. The dragon was in pain; its very soul 
had been torn in pieces by evil. 

The dragon cried. And Alex, alone in the garden, cried as well. 


(CHAPTER FIFTEEN 


THE SEA FLVES 
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Alex was still sitting in the garden when the gray light of morning crept over 
the horizon. A chill ran through him, but not because of the cold air. Someone 
else had entered the garden—in spite of Timold’s guards at the entrances. Alex 
didn’t look up; he knew who the visitor was, but he wasn’t sure why she was 
there. 

“T am surprised that Timold’s guards let you pass,” Alex said without lifting 
his head. 

The person stopped short in obvious surprise. There was silence for a moment, 
and then she replied. “Guards often see only what they are watching for.” 

“And it is hard to see what does not wish to be seen,” Alex said, finally 
looking up. “But why do you come here in secret? What is it that you want from 
me?” 

The person standing before him wore a dark cloak with a hood. “To 
understand,” she answered. 

“Understand? What could I teach an elf such as yourself?” 

Again the figure paused in surprise. Then she took a small step forward. “We 
know Vankin’s name, and the man you travel with looks like Vankin, but we do 
not see his magic. Your name is new to us, we see even less about you than 
Vankin. You both carry staffs, you survived a storm that should have destroyed 
your small boat, and you came with the mage wind in your sail. We see many 
things. We see that you carry a great sword from the ancient people. We see that 
you have come at a time and to a place where you are needed most. We see all 
this, but we do not see who or what you are, and we do not understand.” 

“And yet you hide yourselves among these men,” Alex said. “Your magic tries 
to hide you from all who might see.” 

“We hide because we must. We hide because of who we once were and what 
we have become. We hide because of shame,” the elf said. “You hide, but not 
because of shame.” 

“And you do not trust what you cannot see,” Alex said. 

“Trust must be earned.” 

“Trust is a two-way street. If I tell you what you wish to know and show you 


what you wish to see, will you also tell me about yourself and your people?” 

“If you speak truly, I will tell you all that I can. I cannot tell you all, though, 
for I do not know everything you may wish to ask.” 

“Tt will be enough.” Alex sat up straight. “You cannot see what I am because I 
do not wish to be seen. My magic is hidden from most because to show my 
magic in this land would warn my enemy of my approach. I do not wish the evil 
in Conmar to know I am here, so I remain hidden. I do not wish that same evil to 
find my friend Vankin, so I hide him as well.” 

“There is wisdom in what you say, but I must doubt your words,” the elf said. 
“Magic knows magic, power knows power. From a distance, perhaps you could 
hide your magic from another, but given the distance between us, I do not think 
that is possible.” 

“Tt is possible, but few know how to master it,” Alex said. “I can show you. It 
is not hard, but I will need something from you first.” 

“And what is that?” the elf asked skeptically. 

“The smallest seed of trust—your name,” Alex replied. 

The elf stood in silence for a few minutes, considering Alex’s words. The 
silence grew between the two of them as the sun slowly rose over the garden 
walls. A bird started to sing nearby, and finally the elf answered. 

“Very well. I see no hidden meaning in your words, no trap, and any possible 
danger is to myself alone. My name is Aliia—Aliia of the sea elves.” 

“Then look, Aliia of the sea elves. Look at me and see what you wish to 
know.” 

Alex concentrated so that his magic would be revealed only to Aliia and no 
other. Slowly he peeled back the layers of his magic that hid him from the world, 
the unexpected layers that his dragon magic made possible. He would allow 
Aliia to see his wizard’s powers, but no more. His powers as dragon lord, and his 
dragon self would remain hidden. 

Aliia’s sharp intake of breath told Alex that he had been successful. He did 
nothing for a moment, and then he skillfully hid himself once more. Aliia 
seemed unable to speak, too surprised by what she had seen to even move. 

“T have never seen a wizard’s magic before,” Aliia stammered. “I did not 
know that it was so great. You have so much more magic than we elves. I... I 
had been told, but having never seen such magic...” 

“T understand,” Alex said when Aliia seemed unable to go on. “Do you trust 
me now?” 

“T trust you, and I will tell my people that they may trust you as well,” Aliia 
said. 

“Thank you. Now, please, will you tell me why you hide? What shame do 


your people carry? I do not understand why you hide even among the humans 
that you seem to trust.” 

Aliia sat on the bench next to Alex. “What do you know of the sea elves?” 

Alex shook his head. “Not much. Rumors and old stories, mostly.” 

“That is not so strange,” she said, nodding. “We are known only to a few, and 
those few we trust do not speak of us to outsiders.” She hesitated a moment, then 
said, “And because I trust you, I will not hide from you.” 

Aliia reached up and pulled back her hood, revealing as beautiful a face as 
Alex had ever seen. She shook her head once, allowing her long jet-black hair to 
fall freely over her shoulders. She looked at Alex with piercing gray eyes. Alex 
was stunned. He had thought sea elves might have hidden themselves because 
they were disfigured in some way, or bore some kind of mark of their shame. 
Looking at Aliia, Alex knew that he had been completely wrong. 

“The shame of the sea elves is an ancient one,” Aliia said, smiling slightly. 
“So first you must know who we once were.” 

“You were not always sea elves?” Alex asked. 

“Long ago, almost before the memory of men and dwarves, my people were 
known as dark elves,” Aliia answered. “We loved the earth and the riches that 
could be found deep underground. We loved the things we could make from 
metals and stone and gems. We created many things of great splendor; we made 
the finest weapons and armor; and we found many secrets of magic that perhaps 
we should not have found.” Aliia paused for a moment as if lost in memories of 
an ancient time. “Only the oldest of my people know the whole story. None of 
the sea elves now living were alive when evil came upon the dark elves, when 
creatures of evil hunted and destroyed my people. What none but my people 
know—and perhaps the eldest of our relations in the known lands—is that the 
greatest evil and the greatest destruction was summoned by the dark elves 
themselves.” 

“How can that be?” Alex asked. “I have never heard of an elf turning to evil.” 
“Some have turned to evil, but I speak of something else,” Aliia continued. 
“The greatest evil came because the high lords and ladies of my people thought 

they had learned enough. They thought they were wise and that they could 
control all the known lands. They believed that they could stop all evil 
everywhere. They thought they could change the land to suit their own needs and 
desires—and that they could control even the most powerful of creatures with 
their magic. They believed that they could tame dragons, griffins, and other 
creatures, making them pets or even slaves.” 

“They were seeking for more power than they should have,” Alex said. 

“Yes, and they would not stop,” Aliia said. “When they failed to tame and 


enslave the most powerful of creatures, their pride led them to do greater evil. I 
do not know what they did, though some say that they summoned up shadows to 
serve them. They gave solid forms to things that should have remained formless. 
Some say they gave life to other things, but whatever they did, their creations 
eventually turned against them. It was their own creations that caused the 
greatest destruction among my people, as well as the destruction of many who 
were our friends.” 

“That is the greatest shame of the sea elves,” Alex said. “The destruction of 
those you once called friends.” 

“Tt is,” Aliia answered weakly. “For trying to take more power than we should 
have, for thinking we were wiser than the makers and the guardians, and for 
causing so much destruction, we are shamed and cursed.” 

“Cursed?” Alex asked. 

“We are cursed to live our lives at sea, away from the land we love so much,” 
Aliia said. “We have only small towns in hidden places where we build our 
ships, but nothing more. Our magic was once the source of our pride, and it is 
now weakened and tied to the sea. The farther from the sea we travel, the weaker 
our magic becomes. In the lands we once called home, our magic is nearly 
nonexistent. So it shall be until the time of change, when darloch est messer 
comes, and the nameless dragon with him.” 

“Darloch est messer ,” Alex repeated, remembering the words he had read in 
the graveyard so long ago. “When will this master of dragons come? When will 
the nameless dragon appear?” 

“You know these words?” Aliia replied, a slightly surprised look on her face. 
“Tt is said that in a time when all the lands are in danger, when darkness 
threatens to take control and wipe away all that is good, darloch est messer will 
come and break the power of darkness. Then there will be a great change in the 
lands, and the curse of the sea elves will be removed.” 

“What more do you know about darloch est messer ?” Alex asked. 

Aliia shook her head. “Only what I have said. Why is this so important to 
you?” 

“T’ve seen those words before,” Alex said slowly. “The time of danger may 
not be so far away. Darloch est messer is a piece of a puzzle I do not understand, 
but I know that I need to figure it out.” 

“Why do you say the time of danger may not be far?” Aliia pressed. 

“Because the evil of Conmar is only a part of the evil that I’m hunting,” Alex 
answered. “There is a group called the Brotherhood, and they are seeking to gain 
control over all the known lands.” 

“We have seen many evils come and go,” Aliia said. “Why should this evil be 


different than those before it?” 

“Because the Brotherhood has been working their evil for a very long time. 
Because they are careful, hiding themselves, and taking their time. Most wizards 
do not even believe they exist. They do not believe that such a group could go 
unknown for so long.” 

“Pride—their pride blinds them to the truth.” 

“In part. The Brotherhood is powerful as well as patient. They have been at 
work for hundreds—maybe even thousands—of years, and when one of their 
plans fails, they simply move on to the next.” 

“T can try to find out more about the legend of darloch est messer ,” Aliia said. 
“Tt will not be easy, as only the elders of my people know the whole story and 
they are reluctant to speak of such things.” 

“Please try,” Alex said. 

“T will do what I can,” Aliia promised. “May I ask something of you?” 

“Ask what you will,” Alex said. 

“T will ask that you not speak of what I have said to anyone. Not Vankin, not 
another wizard, not even another elf. The shame and the story of the sea elves 
should not be shared.” 

“As you wish,” Alex answered, touching his staff to his forehead, the sign of a 
wizard’s vow. 

“Then we should go,” Aliia said, getting to her feet. 

“Go?” 

“There are many troubles in this land, and the kingdoms to the north have 
called on Darthon for aid. He will need the advice of wizards. It is time for plans 
to be made.” 

“Ts Darthon recovered?” Alex asked. 

“Darthon has rested, and though he is still weak he will want to speak to you 
and Vankin,” Aliia said. 

Alex stood up and stretched the soreness out of his body. 

Aliia pulled the hood over her head, but she did not move from the bench. “Go 
to the east entrance. The guard will guide you back into the palace.” 

“And you?” 

“T will make my own way,” Aliia answered. “I must speak with my people. I 
will share with them what you have told me and shown me. We may meet again 
later, when Darthon calls his council.” 


oe 


Alex opened the door to a large sitting room and found Whalen next to the fire 
in deep thought. The old wizard looked up when Alex entered, then he jumped to 


his feet and moved toward Alex. 

“I’m glad you’re here at last,” Whalen said in a lowered voice. “Tell me what 
happened between you and Darthon. You mentioned a dragon?” 

Alex nodded. “Jabez has indeed enslaved a dragon, and he forced the dragon 
to entrap Darthon’s mind and soul. I was able to free Darthon and send him back 
to his body.” 

“And the dragon?” Whalen asked. 

“T wasn’t able to free the dragon, at least not yet,” Alex said, frowning. “But I 
have vowed to release him from Jabez’s evil.” He set his jaw and looked at 
Whalen. “It is a vow I intend to keep.” 

Whalen put his hand on Alex’s shoulder and squeezed. “And I will help you 
keep that vow in whatever way you need me to.” 

“Thank you, my friend,” Alex said. “Now, has there been any trouble since 
last night?” 

“No. Our hosts have been kind enough, and they have provided everything we 
might hope for.” Whalen looked at the door and then back to Alex. “We’ve been 
invited to join Darthon for the midday meal, but you and I must speak before 
then. These men of Westland are not a talkative lot, and I’ve discovered almost 
nothing that might help us defeat Jabez. Then there’s the question of the elves. 
I’m sure you’ve realized that the hooded figures we’ve seen here are elves.” 

“Yes, they are sea elves,” Alex said. 

“Sea elves,” Whalen repeated in wonder. “That explains why the elves in 
Darthon’s room have said nothing to me.” 

“They can’t tell you’re a wizard,” Alex explained. “I’ve hidden you too well, 
my friend, and the elves can’t see your magic. I think that scares them.” 

“Yes, it would,” Whalen said. He paused, then frowned. “How do you know 
all this, Alex?” 

“One of the sea elves, a maiden, came and talked with me this morning,” Alex 
said. “Though I’m not sure the rest of her people will be happy that she did.” 

“Probably not,” Whalen agreed. “What did you tell her—this elf maid, who 
may have defied her elders to speak with you?” 

“T let her see my wizard powers,” Alex replied. “I explained why we are 
hidden, and planted a few seeds of trust. She’s going to talk with her people, and 
let them know they can trust us. I hope that the rest of these sea elves will be 
friendlier to us.” 

“Dangerous,” Whalen said. “While I don’t believe any elf would work for 
Jabez or the Brotherhood, what you have done could be dangerous to our 
mission here.” 

“Perhaps, but danger is part of this game we play,” Alex agreed. “Since I 


saved Darthon from the dragon’s trap, he should be willing to grant us passage 
through his land. But I have the feeling that we might need the help of the sea 
elves to finish things here in Jarro. It would be very helpful if they trusted us.” 

“Yes, I imagine you are right,” Whalen said. 

“Now, I don’t suppose you know where can I take a bath?” Alex asked. He 
gestured to his clothes, which were the same ones he’d been wearing while they 
had been at sea. They were dry, but stained with salt and they smelled of old fish 
and seaweed. 

Whalen gave a slight laugh and showed Alex around the rooms that had been 
prepared for them. Apart from the large sitting room, there were two bedrooms, 
each with a smaller sitting room attached to it, and a fair-sized bathroom with 
running hot and cold water. Alex was pleased to see that the bathroom also 
contained a massive brass tub. 

Alex spent much longer in the bath than he really needed to. The size of the 
tub allowed him to stretch out and relax, and the hot water and steam helped ease 
the tension and soreness in his body. He couldn’t remember the last time he had 
felt so clean. The only thing missing was food. As he left the bathroom, his 
stomach growled loudly, reminding him that even wizards needed to eat. He and 
Whalen hadn’t eaten much while fighting the storm at sea, and he’d had nothing 
at all since arriving the day before. He quickly dressed, and then laid his sword 
and his magic bag on the bed, as was customary for guests in most places, and 
went to find Whalen. 

As he entered the main sitting room, a knock came at the door. A guard had 
come to escort them to Lord Darthon. Alex noted that the guard was courteous 
when asking them to follow him, but, like the other guards he’d met, this man 
did not try to talk with them at all. For some reason the silence and 
standoffishness of the guards troubled Alex. He knew that they were unsure of 
Whalen’s and his motives, and, as wizards were not common, not sure how to 
talk to them, but it seemed odd that they didn’t even try. 

“Leave your staff,” Whalen whispered. “It will be safe enough, and we don’t 
want to frighten these people.” 

Alex leaned his staff next to the fireplace, and then he and Whalen followed 
their guide through the palace. Alex looked closely at everything he could see as 
they walked. He noted the rich decorations in the rooms they went by, the thick 
rugs, colorful tapestries, and comfortable furniture. Most of all he noticed how 
much gold was used as decoration. There were trinkets of different kinds on the 
tables, golden lamps hanging from the walls and ceiling, and gold-crusted armor 
and weapons all over the place. If nothing else, Darthon’s kingdom was a 
wealthy one. 


“My lords,” the guard finally said, opening a door and bowing. 

The room they entered was not a large hall or room, it was more like a family 
dining room, with a round table in the middle and ten or twelve chairs along the 
table’s rim. The far wall of the room was made up of windows that were open, 
letting in both air and sunlight. Darthon was seated at the table, Timold beside 
him. Places were set for both Alex and Whalen, but no one else, which surprised 
Alex. He had assumed there would be more people who had questions about 
how and why he and Whalen had come here. 

“Ah, my friends,” Darthon said, standing up and leaning on the table for 
support. “I hope that I may call you friends. You have done me a great service.” 

“Lord Darthon,” Alex said, bowing slightly. He was pleased to see that the 
color had returned to Darthon’s face. 

“We are at your service,” Whalen said, also bowing. 

“Please, sit,” Darthon said, waving his hand at the table. “Timold, ring for the 
servers. We will eat and talk, if that’s agreeable to you.” 

“We did not expect to dine so privately,” Whalen said, taking his seat. “I’m 
sure that many of your lords will have questions for us.” 

“Oh, I’m sure they do,” Darthon said with a chuckle. “But their questions will 
have to wait. I am still king, and my questions come first. I may not keep many 
secrets from my lords, but as most of my questions are of a private nature, I 
thought this would be best.” 

“A private nature?” Whalen asked. 

“Ah, here is the food,” Darthon said. “Not the common fare of a midday meal, 
but not a great feast either. I hope you see something you like.” 

The servers entered, and what they brought both looked and smelled 
wonderful. There was bread and cheese, roasted meat that Alex thought was 
venison, fish, some type of roasted bird, and several platters of vegetables. 
Alex’s stomach growled again, and he was glad the servers were making enough 
noise to cover it. The table was quickly laid and the servers departed before 
Darthon spoke again. 

“As I mentioned, my questions for you are of a private nature,” Darthon said. 
“My sickness, for lack of a better word, is a private matter to me. What were you 
told about it?” 

“Only that you had been sick for several weeks, and had been lying senseless 
in bed for ten days,” Whalen replied. 

“Yes, weeks of sickness that was not sickness,” said Darthon. “I was plagued 
by dreams, nightmares. I could get no rest at all. Then, one night, I became 
trapped in the nightmare. I was lost, unable to wake or find my way home.” 

“Tt was an evil spell,” Alex said, “sent from Conmar to keep you and your 


people in check, and then to destroy you.” 

“Keep us in check?” Timold asked. 

“Darthon was unable to speak, to command. Your people had no leader,” Alex 
said. 

“Yes, I see,” Timold said. “We could take care of our own kingdom, but . . .” 

“But there were calls from our friends and allies to the north, seeking our aid,” 
Darthon said. “Without my word, my people were unable to send assistance.” 

“That was what the lord of Conmar wanted,” Whalen said. “To delay you, to 
keep you from sending aid to those in need.” 

“But then you came into my dream,” Darthon said, looking at Alex. “You told 
me that my people needed me. You reminded me of Valora.” 

“Yes,” Alex said. “Remembering your people and your home was all you 
really needed to find your way back.” 

“Tt was a terrible place,” Darthon said, some of the color draining from his 
face. “A place so empty and desolate.” 

“Do not think of that now,” Alex said. “Such dreams are best left in the 
shadows and forgotten, if possible.” 

“Yes, of course,” Darthon said. “I will try to forget the dream, but I will not 
forget the debt I owe you, Master Taylor, for coming to my aid.” 

“T am glad that I could help,” Alex said. 

“Now for another matter, which is also very close to me,” Darthon said. “I am 
told that you claim my nephew Joshua as a friend. That you met him during your 
travels in Eastland and you were companions until you reached Midland.” 

“Yes, that is true,” Alex said. “I am troubled to hear that Joshua is missing. Do 
you suspect he could be a hostage of the lord of Conmar?” 

“The lord of Conmar would not be so bold as to openly say he is holding 
Joshua hostage,” Timold said. 

“No, not so bold as that—not yet, at any rate,” Darthon agreed. “Still, he hints 
that Joshua may be among the hostages. He says that he will check, and if 
Joshua is there he will review his case and try to get him released.” 

“Case? Released? I don’t understand,” Alex said. “Has some law been 
broken?” 

“No law that we are bound to obey,” Timold said angrily. 

“A ploy,” Whalen said. “Jabez no doubt pretends to have some legal claim on 
his prisoners so he can hold them without actually calling them what they are— 
hostages.” 

“And he can also deny holding anyone as he never makes a real claim stating 
what crime they have committed,” Darthon said. “If he made a claim he would 
also have to name a punishment or a price to set the person free. He has been 


doing this for some time, and I have to wonder how many people of Westland he 
holds in his dungeons.” 

“Something will have to be done about that,” Alex said. 

“In time,” Whalen said. 

“Yes, in time,” Darthon agreed. “But first, will you tell me the story of how 
you met Joshua and about your travels together? I have not seen my nephew in 
almost two years, and to be honest, he is more a son than a nephew to me.” 

“Of course,” Alex said. 

So Alex told the story of how he and Joshua had met, and how they’d escaped 
the men sent by the lord of Conmar to capture Joshua. He told the story up to the 
point when they’d met Whalen in the city of Shinmar. Whalen then told of their 
voyage across the sea and the encounter with the sea serpent, being sure to give 
Joshua credit for his courage in fighting the monster. 

“Joshua was unaware that we are wizards,” Whalen explained. “We have been 
in hiding since coming to this land. When we parted, he was going to make his 
way home by the fastest route possible. If we had known .. .” 

“You might have been able to protect him,” Darthon finished. “Though I see 
that you did keep him safe for a time, and I am grateful for that. I also see that I 
have been a poor host, keeping you talking and leaving you no time to eat.” 

“We’ve managed to eat a fair amount,” Whalen replied with a smile, looking 
at Alex, who had his mouth full. 

“You have given me some comfort, and that is a gift in such troubled times,” 
Darthon said. “Now, I should rest. The healers don’t like that I’m up and about 
so much already.” 

“You need to move around to get your strength back,” Alex said. 

“So I tell them, but they have their own ways,” Darthon said. “You’ve seen 
some of them? Our friends, the ones who tried to heal me before you came?” 

“The sea elves,” Alex said. “Yes, we’ve seen them.” 

“We do not name them so openly,” Darthon said. “We normally just say ‘our 
friends.’ They don’t like to be talked about—or have outsiders know about 
them.” 

“And we are outsiders,” Whalen said. 

“Yes,” Darthon said. “I will tell you plainly that they have expressed some 
doubt about you two.” 

“Their doubts may be less now than they were before,” Alex said. “But if their 
doubts remain, we will find some way to answer them.” 

“Good. Very good,” Darthon said. “I may not know much about wizards or 
magic, but I do know about men. I can see in your faces and hear in your words 
that you are good men. I don’t know what troubles our friends, but I, at least, am 


willing to trust you.” 

Darthon stood to leave, and Timold was quick to help him. Alex and Whalen 
stood and bowed slightly as a sign of respect. 

“Tomorrow . . .” Timold said softly. 

“What? Oh, yes,” Darthon said. “Tomorrow I will call a council of my lords. I 
would be pleased if both of you would attend as well. There are many things to 
be discussed, and plans to be made.” 

“As you wish,” Whalen answered. 

Darthon left with Timold, and a guard escorted Alex and Whalen back to their 
room. 

Alex’s mind was full of thoughts. Darthon trusted them, but the sea elves had 
doubts. Alex thought that some of the sea elves would trust them once Aliia had 
a chance to explain what he’d told her, but he couldn’t be sure. The sea elves had 
been hidden for many years, taking little or no part in the greater matters of the 
lands they lived in. They would not trust quickly, and he didn’t think they would 
be willing to come out of hiding. 

“Not what I expected,” Whalen said when he and Alex were back in their 
rooms. “I suppose we’ll have to wait until tomorrow to see where we stand.” 

“T don’t know what to expect anymore,” Alex replied. “I think Darthon will let 
us pass freely through his lands, but our quest has become something more. It’s 
no longer just about you and I reaching Conmar and facing Jabez. Most of 
Westland is at war, and we have to help them. It wasn’t part of our plan, but we 
can’t leave them to fight alone.” 

“Tt wasn’t part of my plan, you mean,” Whalen said. “You’ve learned a great 
deal, my friend, and you are right. We can’t leave them to fight alone, not now, 
and not against the Brotherhood.” 

Whalen fell silent as he took a seat beside the fire. Alex stood for a moment 
and then picked up his staff. He wanted to say something, but he didn’t know 
what to say or how to say it. 

“Tomorrow,” Whalen finally said. “We will make new plans tomorrow.” 
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As tired as he was, Alex had trouble sleeping that night. His mind kept going 
over the plan that Whalen had made for them when they first came to Jarro. It 
was a Simple plan, easy to follow—and it wasn’t going to work. The plan had 
been too sketchy, and things had changed more than Alex had expected. 
Somewhere in his half sleep, Alex heard his own voice speaking to him. 

“Whalen made a simple plan because he knew it would change,” his own 
voice said, almost laughing as it spoke. “Just because you couldn’t see that 
things would change doesn’t mean that Whalen couldn’t.” 

Alex’s sleep was filled with strange dreams that he couldn’t see clearly, and 
when he woke, the images and memories slipped away from him. Awake, his 
mind was instantly filled with questions that he couldn’t answer. How big was 
Jabez’s army? How many hostages did he have in his dungeons? Where was the 
Axe of Sundering hidden? If Jabez had made a dragon a slave, what other 
creatures might he have under his control? He had seen those wolf creatures in 
Midland. How many of them did Jabez have, and how would he use them here in 
Westland? 

There was so much to do, too much that was unknown, and no time to waste. 

Finally, in the hours before sunrise, Alex fell into a light sleep. His mind 
slipped into a dream that was so real that he wasn’t sure that he was dreaming. 
He stood on the shore of a vast underground lake, but it wasn’t pitch-dark as it 
should have been. The rocks in the cave seemed to glow with a pale green light, 
making the water look inky black. 

Something in his dream pulled him toward the water, but he resisted. He could 
see his breath puff like clouds from his mouth, and he was certain that the water 
of the lake would be deadly cold. This was not a lake for swimming—not if you 
wanted to stay alive. His dream still pulled at him, forcing him to step to the 
edge of the water. 

His hand reached out and touched the still water. Pain shot up his arm and he 
jerked back, but his dream dragged him forward. Fighting with all his strength, 
Alex clawed at the rocky beach, trying to crawl away from the lake, but nothing 
he did seemed to work. He was being dragged into the cold, cold water. He was 


sure he would die. 

He heard a splash as his body fell into the water, and with a gasp, Alex woke 
up. He had fallen out of his bed, his legs tangled in his blankets. He looked 
around wildly, but he was in his bedroom, and everything was dry. Pulling his 
legs free of the blanket, Alex stood up and looked down at his right hand. It was 
dry just like everything else, but the icy cold pain lingered. He stretched his 
fingers to work some blood into them, and at the back of his mind his O’Gash 
whispered to him. 

“The lake is the key. That is where you will find what you seek. But will you 
pay the price to claim it?” 

Alex sat on the edge of his bed, rubbing warmth and life back into his hand. 
He trusted his O’Gash, but he didn’t like what it told him. The icy cold lake 
scared him, and he had no idea what price he would have to pay if he ever found 
his way there. 

Unwilling to risk another nightmare, Alex got dressed. He made his way to the 
large sitting room that he shared with Whalen and piled logs in the cold 
fireplace. With a wave of his hand, he ignited the logs. He sat down close to the 
fire, holding his still-cold right hand out to the heat. 

I slept on my arm, Alex told himself. It’s just gone numb, that’s why it’s cold. 

He knew that wasn’t true—somehow it was his nightmare that had caused his 
arm to ache with cold, but in the predawn darkness the thought made him feel 
better. He flexed his fingers, and even though he didn’t want to, he thought about 
the lake in his dream. 

An underground lake that was deadly cold would be a good place to hide the 
Axe of Sundering. Nobody would willingly go into such a lake, so the Axe 
wouldn’t be found by accident. If Jabez hid the Axe there, however, he must 
have some way of recovering it. If Jabez was forced to leave Conmar Castle, he 
certainly wouldn’t leave the Axe behind. Could he hide it at the bottom of a lake 
without having a way to get it if he needed it? He wouldn’t dare leave any clue 
to where the Axe was, so how? 

Alex thought for a long time, but he didn’t find any answers. It was possible 
that Jabez had some servant or slave who could go into the lake and get the Axe 
for him. But, no, that didn’t seem likely. Anyone holding the Axe was a threat to 
Jabez; the dark wizard wouldn’t trust anyone with it. So, if not a slave, then 
who? Or, maybe . . . what? 

About two hours later, Whalen came into the room. He looked stern, as if he’d 
already spent a great deal of time thinking about things he didn’t like. When he 
saw Alex, the look on his face changed to concern. 

“Trouble sleeping?” Whalen asked, putting more wood on the fire. 


“Too many thoughts and dreams,” Alex replied. “Though nothing that won’t 
find its own answer, in time.” 

“I imagine we’ll get some answers today, though I can’t guess what those 
answers might be,” Whalen said. “Still, no sense worrying about it until we 
know how things stand.” 

Alex nodded, and remained silent. 

Whalen went to the table and took several papers and scrolls out of his magic 
bag. He shuffled through them, occasionally muttering to himself. 

An hour later, servants appeared, bringing Alex and Whalen breakfast. Whalen 
moved his papers to a chair, and the table was quickly filled with all kinds of 
food. The servant, while polite, said very little. Alex got up from his chair beside 
the fire and joined Whalen at the table. 

“Are you finished thinking yet?” Whalen asked as he filled his own plate. 

“Thinking and yet not thinking at all,” Alex answered. “My mind is too full 
and completely empty at the same time.” 

“Well, let it be empty for now. I suspect it will be full again before this day is 
done.” 

“Do you think anything will be decided on today? Matters of war can often 
take a lot of time and even more discussion before anything is decided.” 

“True, but I think the decisions, or most of them, are already made. Darthon 
and his people will go to war, I’m sure of that. As to where they go to war— 
well, I hope that decision has not yet been made.” 

“Why?” 

“The attack against Darthon came from Conmar. Some, maybe even most, of 
Darthon’s lords will want revenge for that. Conmar also holds the hostages— 
including Joshua—and Darthon will want to free them, if he can. We will need 
to guide him away from anything so foolish as an assault on Conmar Castle.” 

“Would it be foolish? Maybe a direct assault would be best.” 

“Without knowing the size of Jabez’s army, I don’t think going straight to 
Conmar is a good plan. Apart from his army, Jabez is a wizard—a dark wizard, 
yes, but he still has a great deal of power and who knows how many magical 
friends as well.” 

“Without more information, we can hardly move at all,” Alex said with a sigh. 

“Oh, we can move,” Whalen said, biting into a sausage. “We just want to 
make sure our first move is not also our last.” 

Alex let the conversation drop and concentrated on his breakfast. Whalen was 
right—of course they could move. Jabez probably expected them to move, but 
maybe not so soon. If he still believed that Darthon was trapped in the dragon’s 
spell, then he wouldn’t expect the southern kingdom to move until Darthon was 


dead and a new king appointed, which could take a long time, depending on if 
Darthon had any heirs. If they moved when Jabez didn’t expect them to, they 
might be able to surprise the army of Conmar. 

As Alex was pushing away his plate, a knock came at the door. Whalen, who 
had finished his breakfast and was back to studying his papers, got up and 
answered it. A group of seven soldiers stood outside. Six of the soldiers stood 
against the wall, three to either side, and the seventh in front of the door. 

“Masters,” the soldier in front began, “Lord Darthon calls you to his council, if 
you will please come with us.” 

“As Lord Darthon wishes,” Whalen answered, picking up his staff and turning 
slightly toward Alex. 

Alex understood what Whalen meant. Today, they were not simply guests, but 
wizards, and they would carry their staffs to show who and what they were. Alex 
quickly went to his room and retrieved his staff, and then he and Whalen 
followed the soldier. As they moved through the door, two of the soldiers turned 
to follow directly behind their guide. The remaining four men waited for Alex 
and Whalen to pass by, and then they turned and followed behind them. 

“Ceremony,” Whalen said quietly to Alex. 

Alex didn’t reply. Ceremony was an important part of a peaceful kingdom, and 
as this was Darthon’s kingdom, he made the rules. They followed their guide 
through the palace, finally stopping outside a pair of massive wood and metal 
doors. Many people were crowded in front of the doors, but they moved aside 
for the men leading Alex and Whalen. 

To Alex’s surprise, they did not enter a hall or meeting room, but walked into 
the open air of a garden. Darthon sat in a massive stone chair, backed by several 
soldiers and flanked by Timold on his right, and a man Alex didn’t recognize on 
his left. There were two empty seats to the right of Timold, obviously meant for 
Whalen and himself. 

The remaining space was taken up with chairs set up in a half-circle, facing 
Darthon. Important-looking men, clearly Darthon’s lords, occupied most of the 
chairs. Standing behind the lords were about twenty men dressed like travelers, 
all wearing weapons. 

Alex also saw a small group of twelve people standing off to the side. They 
were all hooded, and Alex knew instantly they were sea elves. 

He also saw eight dwarves in full battle armor. Two of the dwarves had 
removed their helmets and were sitting down, but they all looked more than a 
little grumpy. 

“T didn’t know there were dwarves in Jarro,” Alex whispered to Whalen. 

“Not many that I know of. They live in the far north,” Whalen whispered 


back. 

Darthon rose from his stone chair. “Ah, my friends, now that we are all here, 
we may begin.” 

“Bout time too,” one of the dwarves grumbled, none too quietly. 

“We all know the reason for this meeting,” Darthon went on as if he hadn’t 
heard. “The question is not if we should go to war against Conmar. The question 
is where do we make our stand. And when .” 

“My lord,” Timold said, rising to his feet. “Our armies have been preparing for 
some time. We are ready to face the battle whenever and wherever you 
command.” 

“My lord.” The man to Darthon’s left also rose to his feet. “May I speak?” 

“Yes, Lord Belford. What course do you suggest?” Darthon asked. 

“We should take the battle to Conmar,” Lord Belford answered. “Conmar has 
assaulted you directly, and such an attack must be answered. Conmar is also 
where our hostages are being held, and we must attempt to rescue them, if we 
can.” 

“The mountain passes will be hard, if not impossible, to cross this time of 
year,” Timold answered. “Our armies in the east could march to Conmar easily, 
but they are too few in number, and we have no way to supply them.” 

“The way over the mountains may be closed, but the roads to the north are 
open,” one of the travelers said, standing up. “Both the middle and northern 
kingdoms are under attack, and they call for your aid. You know that for nearly a 
year there has been trouble in the northern kingdom, and even more trouble in 
the kingdom of the dwarves. What you may not know, Lord Darthon, is that a 
great army from Conmar crossed the mountains before the snows came to attack 
the middle kingdom as well. Already they have destroyed much, and your allies 
in the north need your help to drive them off.” 

“Not just crossed the mountains,” the oldest looking dwarf there said. 
“Conmar has worse evil working for it than you think. My people are holding off 
a horde of goblins in the far north. I’ve no doubt that the foul creatures have 
tunneled under the mountains and are bringing supplies to the armies of Conmar 
in the west.” 

“Have calls for aid been sent to Midland?” Darthon asked. 

“Some, but we’ve no way to know if they arrived,” Timold answered. “Even if 
they have arrived, it will be two or perhaps three months before ships can sail 
from Midland.” 

“A fact well known by Conmar,” Lord Belford said. 

“Karill, do you have any advice? What do your elders say? Will your people 
come to our aid in this time of need?” Darthon asked, looking at the sea elves. 


“We have had little to do with the affairs of men for many years,” the tallest 
elf answered. “A direct assault on Conmar seems impossible, but most or even 
all the army of Conmar is already on the western side of the mountains. It would 
be foolish to let them remain here, and worse than foolish to let them return to 
the east.” 

“Aye, and what will the sea elves do to stop them?” the old dwarf asked. “Will 
your people come on land and fight, or will you sail away and leave the poor 
mortals to their fate?” 

Alex noted the dwarf’s half-hopeful, half-angry tone. Dwarves were not 
always friendly with elves, and the old dwarf’s words were a kind of challenge. 
At a different time, they might have led to a fight on the spot. But the sea elves, 
it seemed, were not so easily angered as other elves that Alex knew. 

“Lord Grimgold, we know well your feelings toward our people,” Karill 
answered slowly. “We cannot blame you for what you feel, but you do not know 
our history. At this time, I cannot say if my people will come in force. The elders 
of my people are debating the matter even now, though I think that some will 
come to your aid no matter what the elders say.” 

“Debate,” the dwarf scoffed, shaking his head. “If they talk long enough, this 
war will be over and there’ ll be nothing for your people to do but look at the 
bones.” 

“Enough,” Darthon said sharply. “We have heard from most, but not from all. 
Master Vankin, Master Taylor. It is said that wizards have wisdom that other men 
lack. What advice do you offer, now that you see how things stand?” 

“A difficult question to be sure,” Whalen said, getting to his feet. “Our original 
quest in coming here was to deal with the man you know as the lord of Conmar. 
We know him as Jabez. For Master Taylor and I, stopping him must remain our 
primary goal. We did not expect war to begin so soon, and it appears that our 
plans must change to meet the current situation. The kingdoms to the north need 
aid; the armies of Conmar must not be allowed to destroy them. For myself, I 
think that my path lies north.” 

“If you go north and reveal yourself to Jabez, he will send everything he can to 
destroy you,” Alex said quickly. “The kingdoms to the north need aid, yes, but 
Jabez must be dealt with. So long as he remains in command of his armies, there 
is no hope for a lasting victory. With Jabez destroyed, his armies will become 
less of a threat. We must also consider the hostages that Jabez holds. We cannot 
abandon them to death, or worse.” 

“You are right,” Whalen replied with a slight smile. “Yet to win this fight we 
must take risks, we must all do what we can. It is a risk, but what I can do is go 
north. I would advise you, Lord Darthon, to send your armies there as well. We 


will face the armies of Conmar together, even if our victories will be short-lived. 
We cannot win a complete victory while Jabez remains unchecked, but we can 
hold off his armies, at least for a time.” 

“Then we will go north,” Alex said. 

“Oh no, my young friend,” Whalen said. “You must continue to Conmar 
Castle, that is your risk. If we can distract Jabez with our battle to the north, then 
it will be easier for you to find the Axe of Sundering and stop Jabez once and for 
all.” 

“Alone?” Alex asked. He trusted Whalen, but he wasn’t sure this was the best 
plan. It was a terrible risk, but what other plan was there? Jabez had to be 
stopped. His armies had to be stopped. Perhaps splitting up was the only way to 
accomplish both things and have any hope of victory. 

“Distraction and deception are fine plans,” Grimgold said. “But Jabez is also a 
wizard. He will know where you are, Master Vankin, and he will surely detect 
young Master Taylor long before he approaches Conmar Castle.” 

“No, he won’t,” said Whalen. “We are hidden from him, at least for the time 
being. Jabez knows that I am in Jarro, but he does not know exactly where I am. 
He will only be able to find me when I set my magic loose against his army.” 

“And Master Taylor?” Timold asked. 

“I am unknown to Jabez,” Alex said. “He does not know I am in this land, and 
he will not know who or what I am until I reveal myself to him.” 

“You are certain of this?” Darthon asked. 

“Ask Karill,” said Alex. “Elves are better at seeing magic than either men or 
dwarves. Tell them, Karill, what do you see when you look at Whalen and 
myself?” 

“I see two men, and no magic at all,” Karill answered slowly. “I have some 
doubt that a wizard would see as I do, but he might. I would not have believed 
that magic could be so completely hidden, but it seems to be so.” 

“Very well,” Darthon said after a pause. “I will think on all that has been said. 
We will meet again after the midday meal. I will announce my decision then.” 

Everyone stood as Darthon left the open area. Alex watched him go, and then 
turned his attention to those that remained. Grimgold and the other dwarves 
stood in a group, speaking quietly. The men from Darthon’s kingdom broke into 
small groups, mixing with the men from the kingdoms of the north. Most of the 
sea elves had left, but Karill remained standing in the shade of a tree, watching 
Alex and Whalen. 

“That went as well as could be expected,” Whalen said. 

“Do you think Darthon will go north?” Alex asked. 

“He doesn’t really have much choice,” Whalen answered. “With the passes 


over the mountains closed, he must either go north or do nothing until spring 
comes. And he does not seem like a man who likes to do nothing but wait.” 

“With the passes closed, I may have a hard time getting to Conmar myself,” 
Alex said. 

“T doubt that.” Whalen chuckled. “You can use your magic practically right in 
front of me and I can’t see it. I feel sure that you can use whatever magic you 
need to in order to get to Conmar, and Jabez won’t be aware of it.” 

“For myself, yes, I can work any magic that is needed,” Alex said. “I have a 
feeling, however, that I won’t be going to Conmar alone.” 

“Why is that?” Whalen asked. 

“Because once I reach Conmar, I will be trying to rescue any hostages that are 
there,” Alex answered. “If they are still alive, I doubt they will be in any 
condition to run away on their own. Darthon will think of that, and he will want 
to send men with me to help with their escape.” 

“Probably,” Whalen agreed. “Still, you can use magic on your companions— 
hide them as you’ve hidden me.” 

“To travel there, yes. But once I go to face Jabez, I’m not sure what protection 
I can offer them.” 

“When you face Jabez, he will be too worried about you to even think of the 
escaped hostages.” 

“He will, but we don’t know who or what else might be there helping him.” 
“Yes, I understand. I’m sorry to say it, but the men and hostages will have to 
fend for themselves. Once you have freed them, they will have to find their way 
home without you. You have to find the Axe of Sundering, and I have no idea 

how long that might take.” 

“And if you are captured while I’m searching?” 

“I am not so easy to capture as that. I’1l be able to buy you some time at the 
very least.” 

“Remember my vision. . . the Orion stones. If he has them and can use one of 
them...” 

“TIl be careful,” Whalen promised. “And it’s no good worrying about all the 
‘what ifs’ and ‘who mights’ and such. We could plan for every possible thing 
that Jabez might do or have or throw against us, but if we did, we’d never get 
anything done. Instead of spending our time trying to guess all the answers, I 
suggest we concentrate on something more important.” 

“And what might that be?” 

“The midday meal, of course.” 


Food was brought into the meeting area, and several small tables were set up 
for the council guests. The meal was another good one, though a surprisingly 
quiet affair. Groups around the tables spoke in low voices to one another, and 
very few people moved between tables. Alex and Whalen found themselves 
alone at a table set to one side. Alex wanted to be friendly and get to know 
Darthon’s people, but it seemed that no one else felt that way. 

“May I join you?” Karill asked quietly. 

“Of course,” Whalen replied. 

Alex looked up from his plate as the elf approached. 

“Most of the men here fear us,” Karill said mildly as he pushed back his hood 
so they could see his face. “And you have seen for yourselves how the dwarves 
feel about my people.” 

“You can hardly blame them,” Alex said. “Your people are separated from the 
world of men for the most part. The troubles between elves and dwarves are 
ancient, and I do not see them changing soon.” 

“We are separate,” Karill agreed. “One might say that we are cut off from the 
world, though I wish it was not so.” 

“T know little of your people,” Whalen said. “Mostly stories and rumors. Tell 
me, Karill, do you think your people will aid the men and dwarves of Westland? 
Will they come to the land and do battle with this evil?” 

“You did not tell him?” Karill asked, looking at Alex. 

“Tt was not my place. I made a wizard’s vow to not share what Aliia told me,” 
Alex said. “Not even with my friend.” 

“T see,” Karill said, nodding. “To answer your question, Master Vankin, some 
elves will fight, I am sure of that. The elders may not like it, but some will come. 
Though not enough, I fear, to change the tide of battle.” 

“The young will come,” Alex said. “Those who don’t understand why the 
elders want to remain cut off from the world.” 

“Yes, mostly the young, but others as well,” Karill said. “Times change, and 
many of my people feel that we should be more connected than we are.” 

None of them spoke for a time, each one lost in his own thoughts. Alex’s 
thoughts were filled with questions about the sea elves. He wanted to know why 
they tried so hard to hide themselves. It seemed like madness to cut themselves 
off from the world simply because of their past. They were part of the world 
whether they liked it or not, and hiding themselves away would do no one any 
good at all. 

“Darthon will return soon with his decision,” Karill said, breaking the silence. 
“He will go north. To war.” 

“You know Darthon better than we do,” Whalen said. 


“T have known him since he was a boy, as I knew his father and his father’s 
father,” Karill answered. “He is a good man. He trusts when others might doubt. 
He will go north because his allies there call him, but his heart will go west with 
Master Taylor.” 

“West, to Joshua and the other hostages,” Alex said. 

“He cares for all his people, as a true king must,” Karill said. “But if he were 
not king and responsible for all, he would burn all of Jarro to save Joshua from 
the evil clutches of Jabez.” 

“Then Joshua must be saved,” Alex replied. 

Their conversation was cut short as Darthon returned to the council area. He 
looked tired, and Alex thought he might be pushing himself too hard. 

“My friends,” Darthon said when the crowd grew quiet. “It seems that war is 
upon us, and we have no time to waste. The armies of the southern kingdom will 
march north as soon as possible. Ships and supplies will be made ready and 
move as soon as the winds of Jarro allow them to sail north.” 

There was a general cheer for Darthon’s decision, but it was not a joyful cheer. 
Everyone on the council knew that this war would be a long and hard one, and 
even with Darthon joining the other kingdoms of Westland against Conmar, they 
were unsure of what the future might hold. 

“Master Taylor,” Darthon continued, “you will travel west, to the seat of our 
enemy’s power. All our hopes rest on you, and I would not send you there 
without others to help you on the road and once you get there.” 

“Lord Darthon, a small group of men would be welcome,” Alex replied. “I do 
not know the paths of this land, and once the hostages are rescued, they will 
need assistance to make their escape.” 

“A small company then, no more than twenty men,” Darthon said. “Is there 
anything else I can do to aid you in your quest?” 

Alex thought for a moment. “The passes over the mountains will be difficult 
for men, maybe impossible for horses. Is there some other way we can travel? 
Can we not sail around the southern end of Westland and then go north to 
Conmar?” 

Darthon turned slightly to look at Karill, and there seemed to be some 
unspoken communication between them. 

Darthon looked back at Alex, but it was Karill that spoke. 

“The seas to the south are dangerous at all times, and in winter most 
dangerous of all,” said Karill. “To sail south and then north would be a slower 
path than you think. I cannot imagine you making that journey in less than two 
months.” 

“And how long before your armies join the battle in the north?” Whalen asked 


Darthon. 

“Once we set out, we can reach the middle kingdom in two, maybe three 
weeks,” Darthon answered. 

“Too long,” Alex said. “It seems that every path leading to Conmar will take 
too long.” 

“There is another way,” a soft voice said from behind Alex. 

“Aliia, no,” Karill said sternly. “That path is not open. To take that road courts 
folly and invites death.” 

“He asked for a faster way, not a safer way,” Aliia replied. “The road through 
the black lands is the only other path. I will guide Master Taylor to his goal.” 

“You will not,” Karill said fiercely. “I forbid you to even think about such 
madness.” 

“My fate is not in your hands, Karill,” Aliia answered defiantly. “This is my 
destiny, and I will follow it, whatever the cost.” 

“What is this path?” Alex asked. “What are the black lands?” 

“A terrible place—a place no one goes to, not anymore,” Darthon answered. 
“Those who have gone there never return.” 

“Tt was once the home of my people,” Aliia said. 

“T understand,” Alex said, remembering what Aliia had told him in the garden 
about the history of her people. “I would like some time to consider this. How 
long before the armies move north?” 

“Four days,” Timold replied. 

“And how long would it take us to travel through the black lands and reach 
Conmar?” 

“Seven or eight days, if you can get through the black lands at all,” Karill said. 
“After that, ten days to two weeks to the castle of Conmar.” 

“Very good. I will try to find some other way, but in the end, if there is no 
other option, I will travel through the black lands to Conmar,” Alex said. 

“Find another way,” Karill said quietly, leaning close to Alex. “By all we hold 
dear, find another way.” 

The council was concluded, and the lords of the southern kingdom departed to 
deal with the business of war. The dwarves and men from the north had their 
own preparations to make. Grimgold approached Darthon as the groups were 
leaving and spoke quietly with him. Whalen watched everything but said 
nothing, and Alex didn’t know what to say. He had to find a way to move 
himself and twenty men west as fast as possible, and he didn’t know how he was 
going to do it without daring the deadly black lands. 

“Master Taylor, may I ask something of you?” Karill whispered in Alex’s ear. 

“You wish me to refuse Aliia,” Alex said. “If I take this road across the black 


lands, you wish me to forbid her to come with me.” 

“T do, but that is not what I want to ask you now,” Karill said. 

“What then? How may I be of service to you?” Alex asked. 

“Tonight the elders of my people will hold a council of their own,” Karill said. 
“As you may guess, our people are scattered across the seas of this world, but we 
have ways—magical ways—to speak to each other in times of need. Tonight we 
will talk about all that has happened, about what might happen to Westland and 
Jarro. Will you come and speak with them? After our council, you can ask about 
darloch est messer . You might be able to learn something that will help you.” 

“Aliia told you about my interest?” Alex asked. 

“She told us all that passed between you,” Karill said. “I cannot tell you more 
than she did about this ancient legend, but the council can. Will you come?” 

“Yes,” Alex said. “I will come.” 
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“It’s total madness, you know, this path through the black lands,” Whalen said 
later that afternoon when they were alone in their rooms. “No one can say what 
evil is there, but it’s clear that both men and elves are terrified of the place.” 

“Maybe they fear the unknown,” Alex said. 

“Yes, and maybe there’s something worse than you can imagine waiting 
there,” Whalen shot back. “When you rescued Skeld and the other adventurers 
from Karmus in Nezza, didn’t you transform into a bird while they were inside 
your magic bag? Couldn’t you do something similar now, and fly over the 
mountains?” 

“Maybe,” Alex said. “But that is a lot of magic. When I transformed with 
Skeld and the others in my magic bag, there were only a few of them, and no 
horses. And it was only for a short flight. Hiding twenty men and twenty horses 
while I transform into a bird and while still protecting you from Jabez and while 
hiding my own magic would be difficult. There are other problems as well.” 

“Like what?” 

“What if we run into a storm over the mountains and I can’t fly? How long 
will it take to cross the mountains as a bird? Do I change back and forth every 
day? The men and horses can’t stay in my magic bag for the whole journey. You 
know how dangerous transformations can be for a wizard, how much more 
dangerous might it be for men and horses?” 

Whalen sighed, his shoulders slumping in defeat and agreement. “But the 
black lands sound too dangerous to even consider.” 

“How can you say that when we know almost nothing about them?” Alex 
asked. “They do have something in their favor, though it is a small point. It 


might, however, be the small point we need to win this fight.” 

“What is that?” 

“They are the last place Jabez will be looking,” Alex said, smiling. 

Whalen frowned, thinking. “You’re probably right. I’m sure he knows about 
the black lands, but Jabez cares nothing for his men. So, if he is unwilling to 
send his own army there because he knows they will be destroyed, then we 
should take that as a warning.” 

“Does he know, or is that just what he believes?” Alex asked. 

“T heard what Karill said, Alex. We need to find another way—though I don’t 
have any idea what that might be.” 
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It was late and the palace halls were mostly empty. Alex had told Whalen what 
he was doing and where he was going, and Whalen had simply nodded his 
understanding and said nothing. Now, Alex followed Karill out of the palace and 
into the streets of Valora. They went downhill, toward the harbor, and Alex 
understood why. The magic of the sea elves was tied to the open sea, and they 
would need all the power they could summon to communicate with their elders 
who were scattered across the oceans of Jarro. 

“This way,” Karill said, leading Alex away from the docks. 

They walked along the shoreline for a mile. When they came to the city wall, 
Karill produced a silver key which he slipped between two stones. There was a 
soft click, and a section of the ground and lower wall moved aside, revealing a 
stairway leading down, though not directly through the wall. Alex found himself 
in a passageway, expertly carved but poorly lit. 

“My people built this when we first landed here,” Karill said. “It was so long 
ago that only the king and a few of his lords know that it is here, and they would 
be hard pressed to find it without a guide.” 

The passage was straight and had a gentle downward slope. They walked in 
silence for another mile and then the passage started sloping up. Alex wondered 
where they could be, because by his reckoning they were moving eastward. 
After climbing a long set of stairs, they came out of a stone arch and into an 
open, bowl-like area. The top of the chamber was open to the sky, and Alex 
could see the stars high above him. He could hear the gentle waves slapping 
against rocks, but looking around, he could see nothing but stone. 

“We are surrounded by water here,” Karill said. “From the deck of a ship, this 
place looks like a small stony island. It is a place for ships to steer well clear of.” 

Alex nodded his understanding and took a closer look at his surroundings. The 
hollowed-out space was like a small amphitheater with stone benches carved 
along the walls. The wooden chairs in front of him were already filled with sea 
elves, their hoods removed and their faces revealed. Set in front of the elves 
were nine silver stands, each one supporting what looked like a very large and 
finely cut crystal. 


Alex followed Karill to the front of the group of sea elves and took the seat 
that Karill offered him. 

“We are ready,” Karill said to Alex. “You don’t need to do anything. The 
elders will appear shortly.” 

“How?” Alex asked. 

“Ancient magic that we have protected for a long time,” Karill said. “Each of 
the crystals has a twin, which is held by one of the elders. When they will it, 
their likenesses will appear, and they will be able to see and hear all that happens 
here.” 

Alex waited and watched. For a time, it seemed that nothing was happening, 
but he soon noticed that each of the crystals in front of him began to glow with a 
dim light. The magic of the crystals was very different than Alex imagined it 
would be. The lords of the sea elves did not appear above the crystals as he 
thought they would, nor were they the semitransparent figures he’d imagined. 
Instead, each of the crystals, along with the silver stands, vanished from sight, 
and in their places sat very real and solid-looking elf lords. 

As soon as all of the lords had appeared, the elf in the center spoke. His voice 
was musical and strangely sad, and while the words that he spoke were not 
exactly the same as the elvin language Alex knew, he was still able to follow 
what was being said. Alex thought that maybe he should say something because 
the elves appeared to think he could not understand them. 

“Good, he’s agreed to come,” the sea lord from the middle crystal commented. 
“We were not sure that he would.” 

“That he would dare,” another lord to Alex’s left added. 

A spark of anger flared inside Alex. He knew that the elves had doubts and 
that they had lived in fear for many years, but the part of him that was a dragon 
did not take kindly to the comment about his not daring to come here. 

“He appears to be all that he claims,” Karill said. 

“Things are seldom what they appear to be,” one of the lords to Alex’s right 
answered. 

“And sometimes things are more than they appear to be,” Alex said in perfect 
elvin. “I have dared to do many things in my short life, and I hope to do more. 
What, may I ask, have you dared to do in your long lifetimes?” 

The elf lords fell silent. Some seemed surprised that Alex spoke their 
language, while others frowned in anger that he had challenged them so directly. 

“Forgive our doubts,” the elf lord at the center said after a pause. “We have not 
been introduced. I am Navar, the eldest remaining of my people in Jarro.” He 
gestured to the elf on Alex’s right. “This is Sarach, my advisor. I can see you are 
angry about our doubts, and perhaps at our fear as well. We have lived in fear for 


a long time. Too long, I think.” 

“We must protect ourselves,” Sarach said. 

“To hide in fear is not the best path to protection,” another of the elf lords 
commented. 

“Enough,” Navar interrupted. “We have debated for a long time, and we have 
not agreed on a path. That is not the reason for this meeting. Master Taylor, we 
know what you have shown to Aliia. She may never have seen a true wizard, but 
what she tells us reassures us that you are what you say you are. We asked you 
here to offer you what we can. We will share with you the legends of the distant 
past, if you think they can help you in your quest.” 

“Thank you, my lords. I am grateful for your help,” Alex answered. “To be 
honest, I wish to hear more about the black lands before we speak of darloch est 
messer . Tell me, if you can, what is there? What is it that you and all others fear 
in that place?” 

“The black lands,” Navar replied slowly. “A path I would advise against, and 
yet...” The elf fell silent as if lost in memory or deep thought. After a moment 
he shook himself, glanced quickly at the other elf lords, and then settled his gaze 
on Alex. “Aliia told you what she knows, and I will tell you more. In ancient 
times, our people sought for more power than was wise. They wished for things 
that were not meant to be. In their pride they used magic that they did not truly 
understand, and that was our ruin. They gave more life to things than they should 
have, and worse, they gave solid form to shadows.” 

“More life?” Alex asked. 

“Perhaps those are the wrong words,” Navar answered. “They could not truly 
give more life, but they made things more alive . For example, they gave plants 
the ability to move from place to place, when nature decreed they should remain. 
This was a small thing to them, and perhaps no greater evil would have come if 
they had stopped there. Sadly, they did not stop. They learned to give form to 
shadows, allowing them to move freely on their own. When the shadows 
remained below ground, working in the mines, things were fine.” 

“Wait,” said Alex. “To give shadows form requires no great magic, and there 
is no evil in such an act.” 

“Perhaps not,” said Navar. “The ancient dark elves, however, wished for 
something more than mindless shadows that could do little for them. They 
wanted servants—slaves, to be honest—who could work without being 
constantly controlled. They tried their magic on many things, but in the end they 
decided that the best slaves, the most useful, would be something like 
themselves. So they gave their own shadows solid forms, and set them to work 
in the mines. 


“As I said, if they had remained in the mines, below ground and away from 
the sun, things might have been fine. The shadows, however, had been given the 
ability to think for themselves—almost as living beings. They were beautiful 
creatures in the beginning, pale, silver-gray shadows in the forms of elves. But 
with their ability to think came emotions and desires, something their creators 
had not considered. The shadows longed for freedom outside of the mines and 
the sunlight they had never seen. So they came up out of the mines, into the 
world, and then...” 

“They could not remain in the sunlight,” Alex said when Navar seemed unable 
to continue. “Direct sunlight would undo the magic that gave them form.” 

“Tt did not undo the magic, it changed it,” said Navar. “The light of the sun 
twisted the shadows the elves had created, distorting their forms, changing them 
into monsters. Seeing what they had become, they turned against those who had 
created them. They hate the elves, and they hate anything that reminds them of 
what they once looked like. Men and even dwarves are not safe from their hate 
or their desire for vengeance.” 

“They still remain?” Alex asked. “They did not fade away when those who 
made them died or faded?” 

“Many of the remaining dark elves have faded, and many more have sailed to 
the undying lands in the west,” Navar answered. “Or at least they tried to sail 
west. We have some doubts if they could reach the undying lands, leaving their 
evil alive behind them. As far as we know, the shadows remain in the black 
lands, but none of our people have gone there for many ages of men.” 

“And this happened to all the dark elves in all the known lands?” Alex asked. 

“Yes,” Navar said. “They did not see their folly until the practice had spread to 
all of our people. Now, those of us who remain must pay the price for their 
mistake.” He gestured to the other elves in the room. “Our price is paid by a life 
tied to the sea.” 

Alex didn’t say anything for a minute. He considered everything he’d been 
told and what he already knew about giving shadows a solid form. To create 
thinking creatures, living beings from shadows, would require some very 
powerful magic. That the creatures had remained for so long even after their 
creators had vanished was hard for him to believe. No magic that he knew of 
would remain for so long, unless something, or someone, renewed the magic 
from time to time. 

The Brotherhood? Alex wondered. Could the Brotherhood be connected to 
these shadows? Has the group existed for so long, unnoticed? 

“You believe that in time this curse will end,” Alex finally said. “Tell me, if 
you will, how you think the curse will end.” 


“That brings us back to the legend of darloch est messer ,” Navar replied. 
“Simply put, it is believed that in a time of darkness, when evil threatens all the 
known lands, the master of dragons will come. This master will fight the evil 
with the aid of a nameless dragon, and if he can defeat it with his dragon ally, a 
great time of renewal will follow. Many wrongs of the past will fade away, and 
better times for all the known lands will follow.” 

“And if they fail?” Alex asked. 

“Then evil will rise and darkness will consume the known lands,” Navar 
answered. “I, and many of my people, believe that failure would mean our end. 
It would be the end for many good things to be sure.” 

“T don’t suppose the legend says when all this is going to happen,” Alex said. 

“Legends cannot be marked on a calendar,” Navar replied. “We must hope that 
the master of dragons and his nameless ally will come soon. For now, we hope, 
and we wait.” 

“Nameless ally,’” Alex repeated softly to himself. “All dragons have names, 
even if the names they go by are not their true names.” 

Navar held up his hands in helpless surrender. “I can only tell you the words of 
the legend, and they say only that a nameless dragon will come and aid the 
master of dragons.” 

“Very well,” Alex said, his mind trying to see how the pieces fit together and 
failing. “I thank you for telling me what you have, though I feel I have more 
questions than answers.” 

“Answers are always harder to find than questions,” Navar said. 

“Press them to join this battle,” Alex’s O’Gash suddenly whispered. “As a 
sign of good will, show them what you are—your wizard powers, the fact that 
you are a dragon lord—everything except your dragon side. Show them, and ask 
them to fight.” 

Alex hesitated, but he knew his O’Gash was right. If the men and dwarves of 
Westland were going to have any real chance to win the coming war, they would 
need help from the sea elves. 

“As a sign of good faith, I will show you what many of you wish to see,” Alex 
said, as he stood up. He moved forward to stand between the elf lords and the 
elves seated behind him. “As I did for Aliia, I ask you: See me for what I am.” 

Alex bowed his head for a moment, concentrating on how much he would 
reveal. Then he looked up at the stars of Jarro and a surprisingly strong feeling 
of hope filled him. Somehow he knew that he would reach Conmar Castle and 
that he would defeat Jabez and his evil. He did not know how he would get 
there, and he could not see how he would win, he simply knew that he would. 

Alex uncovered his magic for all the sea elves to see, and this time he did not 


hide his power as a dragon lord. There were a few gasps of surprise, but mostly 
there was a stunned silence. He didn’t think many of them had ever seen a true 
wizard, and he knew none of them had ever seen a dragon lord. He stood for 
several minutes, allowing the elves see his true power, sure that none of them 
would reveal his secret to Jabez. 

“You spoke truly,” Navar managed to say. “Some things are more than they 
appear to be, as we now see that you are. I do not recognize all of the magic I see 
in you, as some of it seems very strange.” 

“That is the magic of a dragon lord,” Alex said, returning to his seat. “I am a 
dragon lord, named such by a lord of dragons and the eldest of that race in all the 
known lands.” 

The elf lords didn’t say anything for a time, but Alex could see they were 
talking to each other. Something in their magic allowed them to speak together 
while preventing Alex from hearing their words. After a few minutes of debate, 
Navar broke the silence. 

“If you are a dragon lord, then are you not also the master of dragons that the 
legend speaks of?” Navar asked. 

“I do not know,” Alex said. “To my mind, dragons have no masters, except 
possibly the ancient dragon of whom I spoke. That is why this legend is so 
puzzling to me. I would not claim to be a master of dragons, though I believe 
that any dragon I faced would speak to me before attacking.” 

“Clearly you know more of dragons than we do,” Navar said thoughtfully. 
“You have shown us your power and have been honest and true with us. Is there 
something we may do for you? Ask of us what you will. For myself and those of 
my house, we will try to do whatever you may ask.” 

“T would ask that you come to the aid of your friends here in Westland,” Alex 
said. “The war that they are facing will be a hard one, and I am not sure that they 
can win it alone.” 

“As a united race, we have not meddled in the affairs of mortals for ages,” 
Sarach said quickly. “To do so now would expose our people to the evil in this 
and other lands.” 

“Tell me, Sarach, do you think your people are safe because you do not 
meddle? Do you think they are safe because evil does not know you exist?” Alex 
asked. “Stories of the sea elves are told in many lands, and the evil facing us all 
surely knows where your people are. It may not see you as a threat because you 
do not meddle, but sooner or later the evil will come looking for you.” 

“Perhaps,” Sarach replied. “But that is simply more reason to remain hidden. 
Provoking evil seems a foolish course to follow.” 

“Yes, that may be,” Alex agreed. “Yet I ask that you answer one question: 


What would you call an elf, or a man, or even a dwarf, who would not help when 
a friend was in dire need?” 

“You would shame us further and call us cowards,” Sarach answered angrily. 

“Your word, not mine,” Alex said. “If the title fits, you must live with it.” 

“Wizards are known for their cunning ways and their ability to twist words. 
What will you say to those of our people who will die if we join this battle? You 
know as we all do that many will die. What words do you have for them?” 
Sarach asked. 

“Yes,” Alex said sadly. “Many will die in the coming fight. Such is the price of 
life, even for the ageless elves. Those who die, however, will die with honor. 
They will die without the shame that your people have lived with for so long.” 

“Enough of this,” Navar said loudly. “This is a choice that every elf must 
make individually. And for me, and the members of my house who wish it, I will 
join Lord Darthon in this war. If the other houses wish to join us, they will be 
welcome. If they wish to remain hidden, as Master Taylor said, you must live 
with the title that fits.” 

Karill stood and bowed to Navar. “I will tell Lord Darthon of your decision, 
my lord.” 

“Thank you,” Alex said to Navar. “I know joining this war will be a sacrifice 
for your people, but I know we will not be able to defeat this evil without your 
help.” 

Navar nodded his head to Alex. “Perhaps we can begin to help you right now. 
There is one more thing you should know about the black lands, though I cannot 
say how true it might be or if it is simply legend.” 

“Something more about the black lands?” Alex asked. 

“There are old stories about our ancient home,” Navar explained. “They say 
that at certain times, strange lights appear in the night. Some say that the lights 
are the shadow’s magic, used to mislead travelers and cause them to become lost 
forever in the darkness. Others say that the lights are the lost souls of those who 
have died, those who created the shadows in the first place and who are unable 
to leave the black lands until the shadows they created are undone. Whatever 
version of the story is true, I urge you to avoid the lights if you see them. All the 
stories say that the lights bring madness or even death to any who get too close 
to them.” 

“Thank you for this information, Lord Navar,” said Alex. “It will be helpful 
when I cross the black lands.” 

“You still think the path through the black lands is the best way to travel? 
Even knowing all that you do?” Navar asked with concern. 

“Tt seems the only path open to me,” Alex answered. “I wish it was not. It will 


be a dangerous journey, and I would rather face that danger alone instead of 
taking others with me into such a place.” 

“Then take only those who choose to go of their own free will,” Navar said, 
“those who will be most likely to withstand any evil you may meet.” 

“T hope that we all may withstand the evil,” Alex replied. “Thank you again 
for what you have shared with me.” 

“T wish you luck in your quest, and I hope to meet you face to face one day 
very soon,” said Navar. 

“A hope that I share,” Alex answered, standing and bowing slightly. 

All of the sea elves stood and bowed to their lords until their images faded and 
vanished. 

Without a word Karill turned and motioned for Alex to follow him. They 
remained silent until they were almost back to the city walls. 

“T would not have you think badly of Sarach,” Karill said. “He is not the 
fearful sea elf that he appears to be in council.” 

“T do not think badly of any elf,” Alex replied. “I understand that he is only 
trying to protect his people.” 

“Not in the way you are thinking,” Karill said. “It is Sarach’s job in council to 
take a stand for the old ways, to uphold the traditions of my people. His own true 
feelings are very different. I think, if he had his way, we would be far more 
involved with what happens in the land of Jarro than we have been for many 
lifetimes of men.” 

“So he really wants to help, even though it means going to war, even though 
he knows many of your people will die?” Alex asked. 

“Death is not always to be feared,” Karill answered. “Most of my people 
believe that to die in a good cause is better than to live forever in hiding. Few of 
my people, however, would say such a thing out loud. We have been in hiding 
for a very long time, and old ways are not easy to change.” 

“Let us hope that the change will not prove too costly for your people,” Alex 
said. 

“Yes, let us hope,” Karill agreed. 


oOo 


“The elves are going to fight?” Whalen asked. 

Alex had found the old wizard sitting next to the fire in their rooms, waiting 
for his return. He had a worried look on his face, and a huge pile of papers 
scattered on the floor around him. 

“Some of them, at least,” Alex said. “Maybe even most of them.” 

“How did you manage that?” 


Alex quickly told Whalen about what had happened during the council of the 
sea elves. When he finished, Whalen leaned back in his chair. 

“You have done well, Alex. With the sea elves on our side, our chances of 
winning this fight without destroying most of Westland will be better, but. . .” 

“T know, I know,” Alex said. “Nothing will really matter if I can’t get into 
Conmar, find the Axe of Sundering, and finish Jabez.” 

“Yes, and I’ve been trying to find something that will help with that,” Whalen 
said, waving his hand at the papers around him. 

“A magical way to find the Axe?” Alex asked hopefully. 

“No, nothing as simple as that,” Whalen said, shaking his head. “I doubt that 
Jabez would use any great magic to hide the Axe as that would simply act as a 
sign to anyone who knows how to look. Don’t forget, the Axe is a magical 
weapon as well and any magic used on the Axe may react in unexpected ways.” 

“What are you looking for, then?” 

“A way for you to get to Conmar without traveling through the black lands,” 
Whalen answered. “Given what Navar told you about the dangers in the black 
lands, I feel even more strongly that you should avoid them.” 

“Yes, there will be danger traveling in the black lands, but the magic the sea 
elves used there is not necessarily evil. At least, it’s not the same evil that we are 
trying to defeat at Conmar.” 

“The magic the elves used may not have been evil, at least not directly, but it 
was powerful, and it has caused a great deal of evil to follow.” 

“Most of that evil has been done to the sea elves,” Alex said. 

“Hardly,” Whalen said. “Oh, I know the sea elves have suffered because of 
what they did, but what about the shadows?” 

“The shadows?” 

“They were given life,” Whalen said. “Maybe not life as you and I know it, 
but life just the same. The shadows could think and feel and make their own 
decisions. What they were not given was a choice in what they would become. 
They were also not given an end, a way to die and become simply shadows once 
more. That, to my mind, is a greater evil than anything the sea elves have had to 
live with.” 

“T hadn’t thought of it that way,” Alex admitted. 

“You should,” Whalen said. “If you must travel through the black lands, you 
should look at things from all angles.” 

“Tt seems like there is always something more to think about,” Alex said with 
a yawn. 

“Yes, there is,” Whalen agreed. “So, when you think you’ve thought of 
everything, you can be sure you are wrong.” 


Alex said good night to Whalen and went to his bedroom. He wasn’t really 
tired, but he wanted to be alone to think. He took off his boots, stretched out on 
top of his bed, and looked up at the dark ceiling of his room. He thought about 
his main enemy, Jabez. 

Jabez would know something about the black lands, but how much? If he 
thought no one could travel through the black lands, then he wouldn’t worry 
about guarding them. It was a chance, maybe the only chance that Alex would 
have to get close to Conmar Castle as quickly as he needed to without being 
seen. Unfortunately, traveling through the black lands sounded like a way to 
vanish and never be seen again. Was it a risk worth taking? Could he gamble his 
life on it? What about the lives of the twenty men who would be joining him? 

Alex tried to think of what he would do if he were in Jabez’s place, which was 
difficult because he wasn’t sure how much Jabez knew about the black lands or 
about the sea elves. But Alex knew that Jabez was worried about his ability to 
retain control of Westland. He had wanted to keep Darthon and the southern 
kingdom out of the fight for as long as possible. Perhaps Jabez was moving 
sooner than he had planned to—perhaps something was forcing him to try to 
take control before he was really ready. 

“The Brotherhood must be pushing him,” Alex’s O’Gash whispered. 

Why? Alex asked, and then thought through the answers. 

The Brotherhood took their time; they were patient. They had taken hundreds 
of years in their attempt to conquer Nezza. Had their failure in Nezza changed 
their plans here in Jarro? Did the Brotherhood have some deadline for taking 
control of all the known lands? 

Questions that Alex couldn’t possibly answer began to pile up in his mind 
until it was hard to think clearly about anything. Slowly he forced himself to 
clear his mind, to refocus on the one problem he had to solve immediately. How 
could he reach the castle of Conmar quickly? Traveling through the black lands 
was the fastest way, but was it the right thing to do? 

After a short time, Alex let his mind empty and tried to sleep. The next few 
days would be busy ones, and he would need to be ready. He would find out 
soon enough if his decision to travel through the black lands was a good one or 
not. 
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Three days after his meeting with the sea elves, Alex headed south, leading a 
group of nineteen away from Valora. They would follow the edge of the 
mountains, trying to remain unseen by any of Jabez’s spies that might be in the 
area. 

Whalen and the men of Darthon’s armies would be moving north the next day, 
but Alex wanted to leave while the weather was still clear. He was sad and 
worried when he said good-bye to Whalen, but knew that dividing their focus at 
this point might be the key to destroying Jabez and the evil he had unleashed. 

“You will see Whalen again soon,” Alex’s O’Gash whispered, which made 
Alex feel better. 

Alex and his small group had traveled for several miles before the sky 
darkened with storm clouds. Alex could smell the rain before it started to fall, 
and the sound of it dripping from the trees calmed his mind. The rain didn’t care 
about the evil of Conmar, and it didn’t care about the war in Westland. The 
seasons went on, unchanged, and that fact gave Alex hope. 

In two or three days, if the rain cleared up, they would reach the southernmost 
pass over the mountains. Alex had promised Whalen that if the way over the 
mountains was clear he would travel that way. But if snow blocked their way, 
then Alex would lead the group further south and through the black lands. 

Alex didn’t look back at the group he was leading, but his mind called up each 
of their faces, seventeen men whom Alex had chosen from the more than two 
hundred of Darthon’s army who had volunteered. He had taken Navar’s advice 
and had not let Lord Darthon order anyone to go with him, but the number of 
men willing to go had made things difficult for Alex. He had chosen just 
seventeen, and now he hoped that he had chosen well. 

Alongside the men was Dogmar Longdrink, a dwarf who had also volunteered 
to go with Alex. Grimgold had reminded Alex that there were almost sure to be 
dwarves held captive in the dungeons of Conmar as well as men, and seeing the 
face of another dwarf would make any rescued dwarves more trusting and 
possibly more helpful as well. 

The final member of the group was someone Alex had not wanted to bring 


along. Aliia, who was riding just behind him, had insisted on coming. Alex 
didn’t like the idea at all, and Karill had begged Alex not to allow her to go. 
Aliia had insisted, however, and declared that if Alex wouldn’t take her as part 
of the company then she would follow behind them on her own. Alex had tried 
to reason with her, and when that didn’t work he had asked why she should 
come. Aliia would not give any reason why, she simply said that she would stay 
with the company wherever it might go. 

Alex turned his thoughts from his fellow travelers and concentrated on the trail 
before him. Aliia rode up beside him. 

“You are still set on this path?” she asked. She kept her hood up, not only to 
keep the rain away, but to hide her face from the other travelers. 

“T am,” Alex answered without looking at the sea elf. “It is not too late for you 
to turn back.” 

Aliia shook her head. “How far do you think we will travel today?” 

“A few more miles before the sun sets,” Alex said slowly, not really wanting 
to talk. “The sun will be down in an hour or two—we’ll make camp before we 
lose the light.” 

“There is a small cave up ahead that might be a good place for camp,” Aliia 
said. 

Alex looked at her. “You’ve traveled this way before?” 

Aliia smiled. “Though we live our lives on the sea, we have not forgotten the 
land we once loved.” 

“T know the black lands were once your home. I wish I could have seen them 
as they once were.” 

“T wish that too,” Aliia said. “The black lands are a strange place, a place 
where you always feel that you are being watched.” 

“By the shadows?” 

“And the lights that linger there.” 

Alex didn’t ask any more questions. It was clear that Aliia had been close to 
the black lands. It was also clear that her people had seen things that were both 
frightening and painful to remember. 

They continued to travel through the rain until the dim light from the setting 
sun lit up the tops of the trees. Aliia motioned to Alex and led him away from 
the trail they had been following. They moved into the woods, riding around a 
large boulder. The boulder was much larger than it first appeared to be, and 
behind it Alex found a deep cave with an overhang that could be used as a 
shelter from the rain. The spot had been used many times, and Alex was grateful 
that Aliia had guided them here. 

“We will rest here for the night,” Alex said to his men. “We are safe here from 


weather and any prying eyes that might be looking for us.” 

Some of Alex’s men settled onto the dry ground while others tended to the 
horses. Dogmar gathered kindling to start a fire, mumbling to himself. Alex was 
glad there was enough real wood in the cave that they could use for a fire. He 
didn’t want to use his magic; he needed to conserve his energy so he would be 
ready for whatever lay ahead. 

While Dogmar and two of the men fixed a meal for the group, Aliia came to 
sit beside Alex. 

“Were you able to learn what you needed to know about darloch est messer ?” 
she asked. 

“I know more now than I did,” Alex said. “But not everything I wish to know. 
I still do not know if it means ‘master of dragons’ or ‘destroyer of dragons.’” 

“Ts there a difference?” Aliia asked. 

Alex nodded. “I believe there is, and I believe the difference might matter 
more than I might guess . . . I need to think about it some more.” 

Aliia tucked her hands under her cloak. “I used to dream about dragons, you 
know.” 

“You did?” Alex asked. 

“When I was young. I always dreamed the same dream about a dragon,” Aliia 
went on, talking more to herself than to Alex. “I thought it meant that I would 
meet a dragon one day.” 

“A strange dream for an elf maid to have,” Alex said. 

“I still believe it, sometimes . . . at least a little.” She looked at Alex. “Have 
you ever met a dragon?” 

Alex thought about Slathbog the Red; Salinor, hidden on the Isle of Bones; 
and the golden dragon he’d seen in Darthon’s mind. Lastly he thought of his own 
second true form as a true silver dragon, and he simply smiled and said, “I 
have.” 

Aliia sighed. “Then perhaps the dream of a little elf maid might come true.” 

As the group settled in for the night, Alex found a comfortable spot to lie 
down, then closed his eyes and tried to clear his thoughts. He didn’t expect to 
run into any trouble, at least not yet, and as he listened to the sounds of men 
around him, Dogmar grumbling about having to sit next to Aliia, and the rain 
falling outside, Alex fell asleep. 


OoOo 


It was near dawn when Alex woke, but the sky was darker than it had been the 
day before. The rain was still falling, but it was a colder rain than before, and it 
would probably turn to snow before the day was over. Alex put his blankets 


away and took a heavy cloak from his magic bag. 

“Winter is closing in on us,” Alex commented, wrapping his cloak around his 
shoulders. 

“Winter comes early in Westland,” Aliia answered. “We should eat and move 
on. If we move swiftly, we can reach the black lands before the weather becomes 
too cold.” 

Alex nodded his agreement and helped Dogmar gather wood to make a fire to 
cook their breakfast. Aliia remained hidden in her cloak, lost in her own 
thoughts. Alex looked at her from time to time, wondering what she might be 
thinking. 

A few hours after breaking camp, the rain changed to wet and heavy snow. 
Though the winter storm made traveling difficult, Alex knew the bad weather 
would also make it harder for Jabez’s spies to see them as they traveled. 

He and his friends pushed forward through the snow and the growing cold 
without stopping. The sky grew thick with thunderclouds, and the wind blew 
harder as the day went on. In the early afternoon the storm grew so wild that it 
was difficult to make any headway. The ground was slick with mud and snow, 
and it had grown so dark that it was hard to tell which direction they were going. 
Alex thought about magically pushing the storm away, but decided against it. It 
would take some powerful magic to push this storm away, and so close to 
Conmar, Jabez was sure to notice. 

An hour later, Dogmar rode up next to Alex. “We should try to find some 
shelter,” he yelled over the wind. 

“T doubt there’s a dry spot to be found,” Alex yelled back. 

Dogmar nodded. “If you are thinking of crossing the mountain passes, we’ll 
have to turn to the west soon.” 

Alex had promised Whalen that he would first try to use the mountain pass, 
and for a moment he hesitated. “The storm is too bad, and there is too much 
snow,” he finally said. “We’ll never make it over the mountain pass.” 

Dogmar brushed snow from his beard. “We’ll follow where you lead, Master 
Taylor. But are you sure you want to attempt crossing the black lands?” 

Alex looked at Dogmar, then at Aliia, then at the other men who had 
volunteered to come with him. “We have no other choice,” he said. “We have to 
save the hostages, and I must face Jabez. Otherwise Darthon’s army—our 
friends—and all our hopes will fail.” 

Dogmar nodded and rode back to his place in line. 

“You are a good leader,” Aliia said. “The men trust you.” 

Alex squinted up at the endless storm. “I hope they still do once we enter the 
black lands.” 


There was no shelter on the trail, so they rode on into the night. When the 
storm finally ended it was almost dawn, and the horses and men were too tired to 
go much further. 

“We are almost there,” Aliia said. “Almost to the black lands.” 

Alex nodded his understanding, too exhausted to say anything. He simply 
followed Aliia’s lead as she turned off the path. 

“Careful,” she said. “The way through the woods will be slippery after the rain 
and snow.” 

Alex followed Aliia into the woods. They rode for almost a mile before Aliia 
stopped at the bottom of what looked like a cliff. She got off her horse and 
stepped close to the rock wall. Alex dismounted and joined her. 

Aliia spoke an elvin word and the rock face slid back, revealing the dark 
opening of a tunnel. 

“A well-hidden door,” Alex commented. 

“And one that has not been opened in many years,” Aliia said, a note of fear in 
her voice. “I wish we did not have to open it now.” 

“Will it lead us to the black lands?” Alex asked. 

Aliia nodded. “The other end opens on the northern edge of the black lands. It 
is almost dawn. We can shelter here for now. Tomorrow night we will be in the 
black lands.” 

Alex nodded his understanding and helped to set up their camp. They all 
needed to rest, and he knew that traveling through this dark tunnel would be 
harder for them all than the storm of the previous night. 

After a quick but warming meal, the men settled into their blankets to get 
some much needed sleep. Alex stood for a time, looking at the tunnel that would 
lead them to the black lands. The darkness was forbidding, but darkness was the 
last thing Alex was worried about. So much about the black lands was still 
unknown, and he wasn’t sure that he could protect all of these men from the 
unknown dangers ahead of them. 

“You should rest,” Aliia said quietly as she stepped up beside him. 

“How long will it take to pass through this tunnel?” Alex asked. 

“Half a day,” Aliia answered. “Or half a night. Rest now, you will need all 
your strength when we reach the black lands.” 

Alex turned to look at Aliia, giving her what he hoped was a reassuring smile. 
He walked away without speaking, finding a place to rest, leaning against the 
roots of an ancient tree. He let his body rest while his mind continued to spin 
with questions. Slowly his mind emptied of questions, and without really falling 
asleep, he rested. 

From under his mostly closed eyelids, Alex watched the camp and the men 


who were trying to sleep. None of the men were sleeping well, and most would 
jerk awake from time to time, glancing at the dark opening they had to enter, and 
then rolling over to try to sleep once more. Only Dogmar appeared to be 
sleeping well, and Alex wasn’t surprised. A dwarf would have no fear of 
traveling underground. 

Alex also kept an eye on Aliia. She hid her fear well, but he could tell that she 
was terrified. For long periods of time she would stare at the dark tunnel, as if 
seeing what was waiting for them all at the far end. A slight shiver would shake 
her from head to toe, and then she would turn to look at Alex. It seemed, at least 
to Alex, that his presence there gave Aliia strength and the will to go forward. 
He wondered once more why she had insisted on making this journey, and once 
more he found no answer. 

Late in the afternoon, Alex got up and put away his blankets. He didn’t wake 
any of the others, but quietly started gathering wood for the fire. Aliia, being an 
elf and not needing to sleep, had kept the fire burning. She soon joined Alex, 
helping to gather wood without speaking, but Alex knew what she was thinking. 

“Let them sleep a little longer, if they can,” Alex said in a low voice. “This 
might be their last chance to rest for a few days.” 

It wasn’t long before the men were up and moving around. A large hot meal 
was prepared, though the men didn’t eat as much as they could have. When the 
meal was being cleared away, Alex stood to address the men. 

“Tt is time,” Alex said, looking at the faces around him. “We now must travel 
through darkness into the black lands. I must ask you all to search your hearts 
and decide if you will move forward with me, or turn back and ride with your 
people to war in the north. Once we pass through this magical doorway, it will 
close, and there will be no turning back for any of us. So if you have any doubts, 
if your hearts tell you to find another path, then I ask that you turn back now. No 
man will ever speak against any of you for the choice you make now, but for 
myself, I must go forward into darkness.” 

The men all nodded their understanding, but none of them spoke. After a few 
moments of silence, aman named Robert Thorson, who had been one of King 
Darthon’s guards, stepped forward and spoke. 

“We shall follow wherever you lead, and pay whatever price we must to save 
our people and our land from evil.” 

“Thank you,” Alex said, bowing to the company. “Thank you all.” 

Aliia now moved forward toward the tunnel opening, but Alex stopped her by 
raising his arm. 

“What is it?” she asked. 

“T will go first. We don’t know what dangers might be waiting in the 


darkness.” 

Alex summoned several weir lights and the small glowing orbs hovered 
around his head. 

“What .. . what are these strange lights?” Aliia asked nervously. 

“They are called weir lights,” Alex answered, surprised by Aliia’s reaction. 
“They will go where I command them to, and remain as long as I need them.” 

“Send them away,” Aliia said, her voice shaking slightly. “They look too much 
like the lights here in the black lands. I would rather take my chances in the 
darkness than have these lights close by.” 

Alex nodded and didn’t ask any questions. With a wave of his hand the weir 
lights vanished, and once again the two of them faced the pitch-black darkness 
of the tunnel. 

“You must think me foolish, being afraid of your small lights,” Aliia said after 
a moment. 

“Not foolish,” said Alex. “I think you are worried about what might lay ahead 
of us in the black lands.” 

“Perhaps we could light some torches,” Aliia said several minutes later, the 
nervousness gone from her voice. 

“T doubt we could find anything dry enough to burn,” Alex said. 

Alex knew what kinds of things lived in dark caves, and he didn’t want to lead 
his men into unwanted trouble. For a few moments Alex stood looking into the 
darkness, thinking about what he could do. 

His magic sword, Moon Slayer, glowed blue in the moonlight, but that glow 
wouldn’t be bright enough to help him now. He could , of course, ignite the end 
of his staff into a brilliant light, but that would help only the men at the front of 
the company, leaving those at the back in darkness. This was an unexpected 
problem, and though it wouldn’t end his adventure, it needed to be solved. 

The horses behind him shuffled and stamped impatiently, waiting to move 
forward. They didn’t like the cold or the wet any more than the men did. Alex 
looked over to where his horse was standing beside Aliia’s horse. 

“I have an idea,” he said. 

He approached his horse and held out his hand. The animal sniffed his fingers, 
and didn’t move away. Alex ran his hand over the horse’s nose and up toward 
the top of its head. He needed to make sure he didn’t use too much magic, but a 
little bit would still go unnoticed by Jabez. Whispering a few words, he patted 
the horse’s head, right between its eyes, and then slowly drew his hand up and 
away, pinching his fingers as he went, as if pulling on an unseen thread. 

A thin, spiraled horn rose out of the horse’s forehead that glowed with a clear, 
white light. 


Aliia gasped. 

“Don’t worry,” Alex said. “It is made of magic, and won’t do the horse any 
harm. This will allow us to have light while we pass through the tunnel.” 

Once the horn was about a foot long, Alex stopped and said a few more words. 

The horse tossed its head, but seemed unconcerned about the horn or the light 
coming from it. 

“Good boy,” Alex said, running his hand down the horse’s neck and patting its 
shoulder. He moved from horse to horse, repeating the spell, until all twenty 
horses had glowing spiral horns rising from their foreheads. 

“I have never seen... .” Aliia started and stopped. 

“Are there no unicorns here in Jarro?” Alex asked. 

She shook her head. “Perhaps they exist in other lands, but not here. They are 
beautiful. How is it done?” 

“Horses are brave and loyal creatures, and they have strong hearts. I simply 
asked them if they would share their inner light with us for a time.” He 
remembered his first horse, Shahree, who had been killed in the Lost Mountains. 
Her name had meant “great heart,” and she had been a true friend to him. He still 
missed her. “The horns should give us enough light to make our way through the 
tunnel safely.” 

Aliia looked at Alex and then bowed her head. “I knew you were a wizard, but 
I did not know you had such power.” 

“Sometimes the strongest magic comes from asking for help,” Alex said, 
swinging into his saddle. He smiled down at Aliia and started into the tunnel, the 
light from his horse’s new horn leading the way. 

The group followed Alex into the tunnel, and when the magical door closed 
behind them, it made no sound. The tunnel was expertly made, and large enough 
for riders to pass through easily. There were a few twists and turns as the path 
descended into the mountains, but nothing more. 

Time underground seemed to drag on and on, but the light from the horses 
helped the men keep their nerve. The fact that the air in the tunnel was fresh, and 
that there were no cobwebs or even dust to be seen surprised Alex, but he didn’t 
say anything. After about four hours of riding, the tunnel began to slope upward, 
and before long the rock walls and ceiling of the tunnel vanished. They were 
now riding along a stone path that led them through a dense pine forest. 

When they reached the edge of the forest, Alex stopped and looked up. The 
Stars were shining above them, and a cold winter breeze blew across his face. 
Ahead of him, down a small hill, Alex got his first look at the black lands. 

“We will stop here,” Alex said. He turned to look at the men following him. 
“Prepare a light meal and rest a little if you can. Then we must go into the black 


lands.” 

The men dismounted and went to work building a fire and preparing a meal. 
Dogmar stretched his back and ran his hand down his beard. He looked out into 
the black lands, sniffed the air with an unhappy look on his face, and then turned 
to help with the meal. 

Alex dismounted and ran his hand down his horse’s forehead and rubbed his 
nose. The horn slowly vanished under his touch. “Thank you, my friend,” he 
said. 

His horse nickered softly in reply. 

Alex did the same with all the other horses, removing the magical horns and 
thanking the animals for their help. When he was finished, he went to see what 
there was to eat, leaving his worries about what lay ahead of them at the back of 
his mind. Whatever dangers there were would come soon enough. 

Aliia sat down beside him as they ate, and he smiled at her. Alex could sense 
her fear, and he was amazed by her willpower, a power that allowed her to move 
forward no matter what. He reached out and took her hand, giving it a gentle 
squeeze, hoping to let her know that everything would be alright. He wasn’t 
really sure that everything would be alright, but he wanted to do something, 
anything, to help his friend. 

The wind was blowing harder as they finished eating, but the sky remained 
clear. Alex wondered if another storm was coming, but it didn’t really matter. 
Storm or no storm, the black lands were waiting for them. 

“Onward, then,” Alex said as he led his horse to the edge of the forest. 

Aliia was already standing there with her horse, but she didn’t move when 
Alex spoke. Alex looked back at the men following him, then back to Aliia, but 
she didn’t move at all. It seemed as if she was frozen in place. 

“What is it?” he asked. 

Aliia pointed into the black lands. “The lights. Look at the lights.” 

Alex looked to where she was pointing and saw hundreds of lights winking off 
and on in the distance. They were small, like his weir lights, but even from 
where he was standing, Alex could feel their magical power. 

Alex looked away from the lights, studying the land he and his friends would 
have to cross. At first, it seemed that everything was normal except for the 
strange lights, but he slowly began to see how not normal everything was. For 
the first time, Alex understood why the area they had to travel through was 
called “the black lands.” 

Shadows lay thick on the ground, somehow even darker than the night. No 
moonlight or starlight reflected off the ground or anything else, yet it seemed to 
Alex that the ground rippled like water was moving over it, or maybe just 


beneath it. It made him dizzy to look at it directly, so he looked at the lights 
again, but that wasn’t much better. 

The lights moved randomly, at different speeds and in different directions. Just 
when he thought he could see a pattern to their movements, the lights would 
shift or disappear unexpectedly. New lights, or perhaps the old ones, would 
suddenly appear in places where no lights had been, and for some reason Alex 
thought that they were searching for something. 

“Tt’s worse than I expected,” Aliia said. 

“What do you mean?” Alex asked. 

“There are more lights than I thought there would be, and they are moving 
faster.” 

“Do you think they sense our presence?” 

“T don’t know,” Aliia answered, sounding worried. 

“We must cross,” Alex said. “We have come too far, and we have no other 
choice.” 

“I know, but I am afraid.” 

The men had gathered around Alex and Aliia. The reflection of the lights 
danced in their eyes, and they swayed on their feet as if half asleep and still 
dreaming. A couple of the men shuffled forward, trying to move toward the 
lights. 

“Stay back!” Alex ordered. 

He pulled the men back toward the forest, away from the lights, afraid that his 
friends would suddenly rush forward. Speaking a few words, he put a spell of 
protection on the group, and then he turned his attention back to the lights. 

They were beautiful to look at, and their power seemed to call out to him. 
Alex resisted the call. Standing perfectly still, he let his mind reach out toward 
the lights, searching for the source of the magic that created and controlled them. 
As he suspected, there was nothing there for his mind to find. Still, the lights 
seemed to call out to him. 

He wasn’t sure how long he stood there staring at the lights, searching with his 
magic, and thinking. He heard Aliia say something, but the words were distant 
and unclear. She spoke again, and slowly, her words made sense to him. 

“Alex, come back to us. We need you.” 

He turned to look at the sea elf, surprised to see tears in her eyes. He blinked, 
and she smiled in relief. 

“What happened?” Alex asked. “Why are you worried?” 

“T thought we had lost you to the lights.” 

Alex shook his head. “No, I was trying to understand them, and the magic that 
makes them, but I am too far away. If I can get closer, I think . . .” He looked at 


his men. “Enough of this, we should leave. Now.” 

“The lights?” one man asked. 

“I will deal with them if I must,” Alex said. 

The man shook his head. “I know I said I’d follow you, and I want to help 
rescue the hostages, but if we go down there, I don’t think we’ ll make it out 
alive.” A few other men muttered their agreement. 

“Let’s at least wait until dawn,” Aliia said. “The lights are less powerful 
during the day.” 

“That’s exactly why we must leave now,” Alex said. “I sense something, and 
I’m not sure what. What I do know is that we must hurry, or something far worse 
than lights may find us.” 

“What?” Dogmar asked. 

“T don’t know,” Alex admitted. “And I really don’t want to find out if I can 
help it. We’ve all come too far to turn back now. To remain here means death, or 
worse. Forward is the only choice we have.” 

The strange lights continued to move in the distance, and Alex climbed on his 
horse and started toward them. The others followed without a word. 

He knew it was risky to approach the lights in the middle of the night when 
they were at their strongest, but it was also when they were most visible. He 
hoped it would be easier to avoid the lights if he could see where they were 
rather than trying to weave his way through them during the day, when the 
sunlight would render them all but invisible. 

As they rode forward, Alex motioned for Dogmar to ride up beside him. The 
dwarf came forward with a puzzled look on his face, but didn’t ask any 
questions. 

“T have a favor to ask of you,” Alex said quietly, in dwarfish. 

“You need only ask,” Dogmar answered. 

“We haven’t known each other long,” Alex went on. “I can see, however, that 
you are a dwarf to be trusted in all things. I do not ask this lightly, and I know 
your feelings about the elves, but...” 

“But?” Dogmar prodded. 

“T want you to promise me that you will stay close to Lady Aliia,” Alex said. 
“T want you to stay close and to keep her safe, no matter what happens.” 

“You fear something?” Dogmar asked. “You fear that you cannot keep her 
safe?” 

“Nothing I can name,” Alex answered slowly. “I just feel that she should have 
some extra protection, perhaps even protection from herself.” 

Dogmar looked troubled as he ran his hand down his beard, but then his eyes 
brightened and a slight smile crossed his lips. 


“Because you ask this as a friend, and do not command me as leader or 
wizard, I will promise to stay close to Lady Aliia and keep her safe,” Dogmar 
answered. “I will keep this promise until you and only you—or death—release 
me from it.” 

“Thank you,” Alex said, smiling at Dogmar. “And let us hope that death has 
nothing to say in this matter.” 

Dogmar gave a grunting laugh, and then returned to his place behind Alex. 

As they moved forward, the disorientation Alex had felt on the hilltop 
returned, stronger now that they were actually in the black lands. The ground 
rolled and pitched like the deck of a ship in a storm, and the lights moved faster 
as Alex and the others moved closer to them. Alex thought that he could just 
hear the hum and buzz of them as they whizzed past. 

“Stay close,” he ordered his men. “And stay alert. Don’t touch the lights, and 
don’t let them touch you. If you see one coming close, get out of its way.” 

“Should we draw our weapons?” one of the men asked. 

Alex looked at Aliia, who shook her head slightly. 

“No,” Alex answered. “We don’t know how the lights will react to sword or 
steel. Perhaps if we approach carefully, the lights will let us pass.” 

Alex took a deep breath and urged his horse forward. The path was dirt now, 
not the well-made stone it had been on the hilltop. It didn’t take Alex long to 
realize that the rippling was just an illusion, a trick of the eye caused by the 
shadows that the lights created. He moved forward with more confidence, but 
still cautious of the lights. 

Alex tried to stay calm, hoping that the lights would leave them alone if they 
moved slowly and with care. Almost immediately, however, a swarm of lights 
came rushing in their direction. 

“Watch out!” Alex yelled, ducking as the lights darted over his head. 

The men closed ranks, changing from one or two riders following in a line 
behind Alex to a close group. Alex wasn’t sure which was the better approach. 
Single-file might make it easier to avoid the lights, but riding together meant 
they could try to protect each other. 

More lights flashed and swooped toward the group. A man screamed and 
nearly fell off his horse trying to get out of the way. 

“Steady!” Alex called. “Keep moving forward.” 

The air seemed to hum around them, and the darkness had a weight to it. The 
lights continued to buzz and flicker, but Alex noticed that more and more of 
them were clustering around Aliia than any of the others. It looked as if the men 
at the back of the group were traveling without any lights bothering them at all. 

Alex frowned. Aliia was a sea elf. The lights must be able to sense her, and for 


whatever reason they were drawn to her. 

Aliia crouched low over her horse’s neck, trying to keep track of the lights 
flashing above her, but there were too many. Her horse stamped and quivered, 
and Dogmar moved to the outside of the group in an attempt to shield her. Alex 
was afraid that some of the horses might bolt, scattering the company across the 
black lands. 

“Quickly, surround Lady Aliia,” Alex shouted. “We must protect her. The 
lights are targeting her more than the rest of us. If we surround her, they might 
leave the rest of us alone.” 

The men obeyed, drawing their horses into a tight circle with Aliia in the 
center. She was still terrified, but at least the lights were no longer appearing 
right over her head. 

Alex could still hear the hum of the lights as they dove and spun around the 
company. He thought he could hear words in the darkness, but if so, he couldn’t 
understand what they were saying. 

“Keep moving forward,” Alex ordered. 

“We’ll never make it,” one of the men shouted. 

“Yes, we will,” Alex shouted back. “Just stay together, and keep moving.” 

The horses snorted in fear, and the circular formation began to break apart as 
the men on the outside of the ring had to move in order to dodge the swooping 
lights. 

“Hold steady!” Alex called. 

One ball of light, larger than the others, suddenly appeared right in front of 
one of the horses. The animal reared back, and the man on its back fell off, 
landing on the ground with a loud and painful-sounding thud. 

As soon as he hit the ground, the man was surrounded by lights, some large, 
some small, but all of them flickering madly and swooping closer and closer to 
him. 

Alex spun his horse around, rushing forward to help, but he was too late. He 
bent low in his saddle, reaching out to pull the man to his feet, but before he 
could help the man, one of the balls of light struck the man’s chest. 

An inhuman scream ripped through the darkness, and something darker than 
the shadows around them spread like oil across the man’s body. The blackness 
grew, swallowing the man slowly, bit by bit. 

Alex watched in horror as the darkness covered the man, and he simply 
vanished into the night. All that was left were the echoes of his scream, and a 
ball of light that suddenly winked out. 

“Alex?” Aliia whispered. “What happened? What should we do?” 

Alex looked around at the swirling lights. “Close formation,” he ordered. “Get 


as close to each other as you can.” 

The remaining men obeyed without question, though Alex could see how 
afraid they were. 

Alex joined the group, his horse pressed up against the others. He stood up in 
his stirrups and reached his hand into the air. A half a dozen balls of light 
immediately flew toward his hand, as if it were a beacon of some kind. 

“Alex, no!” Aliia screamed. 

Alex gathered his magic and lifted his staff into the air. A ring of silver light 
expanded from the head of his staff, expanding outward to cover the company. 
When it had grown large enough to cover the entire group, the edges of it 
dropped downward to the ground. Alex had enclosed the company in a 
shimmering dome of light, a dome that he hoped would protect them. 

The balls of light hit the dome softly at first, like a gentle rain, but they could 
not break through. Not being able to get through the dome seemed to anger the 
lights, and soon they were crashing wildly into the silver dome, perhaps trying to 
break it, but the dome held firm. 

Alex sat back down in his saddle and rubbed his eyes with his hand. He had 
not wanted to use so much magic, but he didn’t have a choice. If Jabez was 
watching the black lands, he would almost certainly have noticed, but Alex had 
to protect the men who had chosen to follow him. 

“What... what have you done?” Aliia asked. 

“The lights!” one of the men said. “The lights touched Dongul and he 
disappeared.” 

Alex nodded. “I am sorry for that, but we’re safe, at least for now.” 

“How long will the dome hold?” the man asked nervously. 

“As long as I wish it to,” Alex answered. “But it can’t travel with us. It’s fixed 
in this one place.” 

“So we either stay here, safe and protected but unable to move, or we take our 
chances with the lights?” Dogmar commented, shaking his head. “I don’t much 
like either of those options.” 

“There is a third option,” Alex said. He looked through the dome at the lights. 
They were gathering into larger and larger groups, and to Alex it looked like 
they were starting to take a more solid shape. 

“No, Alex, you can’t go out there,” Aliia said, suddenly seeing what Alex saw. 
“It’s... it’s far too dangerous. You can’t...” 

“T have to,” Alex said calmly. “We can’t stay here, and we can’t move 
forward. Maybe I can drive them away, or maybe I can strike some deal with 
them.” 

Alex dismounted and patted his horse’s neck. He turned to face the curve of 


the dome and took a deep breath. He tried to remember everything Navar had 
told him about the dark elves, the shadows they created, and the lights of the 
black lands. It wasn’t much, but it was all he had. Navar had thought that the 
lights were either the magic of the shadows the dark elves had created, or they 
were the lost souls of those who were somehow tied to this place. Now that he 
had seen the lights for himself, Alex wondered if both stories might hold some 
truth. 

“Tt will be alright,” Alex said. “Stay inside the dome. Don’t try to follow me.” 

He put his palm against the inside of the dome, which felt as solid as glass but 
as soft as water, and pushed. The silver light bulged outward, and Alex stepped 
forward. Walking through the wall of light was like walking through ice-cold 
water, but after the first few steps he was outside the dome, alone in the black 
lands with the lights. 

The humming noise had grown louder, and the whispers he had heard before 
sounded more like words than before. Alex still couldn’t understand what the 
words were, but he knew they were words, ancient words that had long been 
forgotten. 

Moving forward, away from the dome, he called into the darkness. “I am 
Alexander Taylor, wizard and warrior. I ask for safe passage through this land 
for myself and my friends.” 

If the lights heard him or understood what he said, they gave no sign. The 
largest group of lights had gathered together into a shape about as tall and as 
wide as a man, and that figure floated closer to Alex. 

“We seek to destroy a great evil beyond these lands,” Alex continued. 

The figure was close enough to touch Alex, but it paused. The shape remained 
in place, hanging in the air. The outline of the figure was all light, but the inside 
was all dark, darker than the blackest night Alex had ever seen. 

The whispered words that had been teasing Alex finally formed into a word 
that he recognized. “Evil?” 

“Yes,” Alex said. 

“Show us,” the figure hissed. 

Alex felt the pull of magic against his mind, and he was moving toward the 
lights before he knew it. He heard Aliia screaming behind him, but it didn’t 
matter. All Alex knew was he had to communicate with this figure of light and 
darkness if he or any of his company were going to survive. Slowly, Alex 
stretched his hand out to touch the darkness. 

The man-shaped figure reached out as well, and the two hands met. Alex felt a 
cold chill run up his arm, and there was a moment of total silence. The lights 
stopped moving and flickering. He felt magic all around him, and Alex suddenly 


realized that he now he could see what stood in the darkness surrounded by light. 

Navar had said that the light of the sun had twisted the shadows into monsters, 
and Alex wasn’t sure what else he could call the creature that stood in front of 
him. 

This shadowy figure was as tall as an elf, but its skin was a mottled-gray and 
slightly yellow-green in color. Where eyes, nose, and mouth should have been 
were pits of swirling darkness, and the long fingers of the creature were twisted 
and curled like claws. 

A sudden and unreasoning fear took hold of Alex, and he reached for his 
sword, Moon Slayer. He tried with all his strength to pull his magic sword from 
its sheath, but the sword wouldn’t move. Moon Slayer was a powerful sword, 
forged long ago by dark elves. With his fear melting away, Alex suddenly 
wondered if the sword knew that these creatures had been created by the dark 
elves, and was now refusing to be part of the pain its creators had caused. 

“You cannot destroy us,” the creature said. “Not at this time.” 

Alex let go his sword and faced the creature that stood in front of him. 

“Show us this evil you fight,” the creature whispered. It stepped closer and 
touched Alex on the forehead. 

The magic engulfed him once more, and in his mind, everything he knew 
about Jabez, the Axe of Sundering, and the war coming to Westland rushed by. It 
felt like one jumbled mess, but somehow he knew the creature understood 
everything as well as he did himself. The pressure on his forehead increased, and 
suddenly everything he knew or suspected about the Brotherhood also flooded 
into his mind. 

The creature of shadow paused, and then Alex heard a sizzling sound, like 
cold water hitting a hot pan, and he was thrown backward. He hit the wall of the 
dome and slid to the ground. He groaned at the impact and pressed his hands to 
his head. His entire body ached, but his head most of all. 

Under the light of the dome, Alex could see the terrified look on Aliia’s face. 
It was clear that she didn’t know what to do, and at the same time she 
desperately wanted to do something, anything to help. Her eyes searched Alex’s 
face, begging for some explanation of what had just happened. 

He wished he could explain, but he wasn’t really sure what had happened. 

“We grant you safe passage, Alexander Taylor, wizard and warrior,” the 
creature hissed. 

“T thank you—” Alex started to say, but the creature cut him off. 

“For a price,” the creature went on. 

Alex got to his feet and brushed himself off. “What price do you ask?” 

The creature pointed a clawed finger at Alex’s heart, and then moved past him 


to point at Aliia. 

Aliia’s face went white with fear and she shook her head. Dogmar moved in 
front of her, pushing her away from the dome’s edge. The look on the dwarf’s 
face was easy to read: “You’ll have to go through me first.” 

Alex moved to stand between the creature and the dome. “I cannot pay that 
price.” 

“She is a sea elf. We can smell her. She must come with us.” The black pits 
swirled faster in the creature’s empty eyes. 

“No,” Alex said firmly. 

“She is one of those who created us, who twisted us and left us here to suffer 
through the ages. She is a sea elf. She must pay the price.” 

“Tt was not her doing. She is innocent.” 

“All are guilty!” the creature roared. “All must be destroyed!” 

“No,” Alex said again, his temper and his voice rising. “I warn you, if you ask 
this again, it will be you and the other shadows that are destroyed .” He 
recognized the heat building in his chest as the power of the dragon, and he felt 
his skin hardening as it had when he’d fought the wolf creatures in Midland. He 
knew that if he unleashed his power now, it would scour the black lands clean. 
He couldn’t do that, not now, or Jabez would be sure to flee. He didn’t want to 
destroy these shadows of the dark elves, because he felt pity for them. He 
remembered Whalen’s words about how they hadn’t had a choice in what they 
had become. He thought about how long these creatures had suffered, never able 
to find an end. There had to be another way. He calmed himself, and out of habit 
his hand rested on Moon Slayer’s hilt. Suddenly, he knew what he had to do and 
Say. 

As if the sword knew what he was thinking, the blade slid out of its sheath, 
free now when before it had been stuck. 

Alex let the point of the sword drop to the ground in a gesture of peace. “I will 
give you this sword,” he said, “to hold in good faith while we cross the black 
lands.” 

The creature seemed to take a step back as it looked at the blade, and the runes 
written in the language of the dark elves shone in the darkness as if they were 
made of white fire. 

“We know of this blade and its power,” the shadow hissed. 

“Then you know that I will return to claim it, once I have defeated the evil that 
is spreading across Jarro and the other known lands.” 

The creature hesitated. 

“You have seen my thoughts. You know that I believe the Brotherhood is 
working to keep you trapped here, in this half-life. If I am free to destroy the evil 


in Jarro, I will also strike a blow against the Brotherhood. And when the 
Brotherhood falls, you and your kind will be free.” 

“Free?” the creature whispered. 

“To become what you once were, to find a lasting peace.” 

The lights pulsed around the figure, as if the creature was thinking. “And the 
sea elf?” it asked. 

“She travels with me. Unharmed.” 

“And if you fail?” 

“Then T will return in his stead,” Aliia’s voice said softly from just behind 
Alex. “And I will pay whatever price you name.” 

He turned in surprise. Aliia had somehow passed through the wall of the 
dome. Behind her, locked inside the dome, Dogmar was trying madly to follow 
her. Aliia pulled her cloak tightly around her shoulders, but her back was straight 
as she faced the shadow. 

Alex was impressed by her courage, and her offer. “Are you sure?” he asked in 
a low voice. 

She nodded once. “I know you will not fail, Alex,” she answered in an equally 
low voice. 

The creature reached out, taking Moon Slayer from Alex’s hand. “We accept 
your offer,” it said. “We will guard Moon Slayer until such time as one or the 
other of you returns to claim it.” 

“And we are granted safe passage through the black lands,” Alex said. 

The creature bowed its head. “Agreed.” 

“T thank you, then,” Alex said, bowing slightly. 

The creature of light and shadow flashed once more, more brilliantly than the 
sun, and then winked out. One by one, all of the lights winked out until finally 
Alex and Aliia stood alone in the darkness while the rest of the company 
remained inside Alex’s silver dome. 

Aliia turned to Alex. “I feared for a moment that all hope was lost.” 

“No, hope is never lost,” Alex said. “It can seem far away sometimes, but 
there is always hope.” 

“When you touched the lights . . .” Aliia started and then paused, her voice 
shaking with fear and wonder. “You . . . you touched the lights and did not lose 
yourself in them. How is that possible?” 

Alex didn’t know how to answer except to tell Aliia the truth, the whole truth. 

“T was not lost because I am not just anyone.” 

“You are a wizard, a dragon lord,” Aliia said before Alex could finish. 

“T am both of those things and more,” Alex said, taking a deep breath. “I am 
also a dragon, and it seems that your dreams have come true.” 
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For seven more days Alex and his companions rode across the black lands, but 
they never saw any sign of the shadow creatures or the strange lights. Though 
they all continued to feel that they were being watched, their fear had mostly 
vanished. The weather continued to be unpredictable; one day it would rain, the 
next day snow, and then sunshine and warm breezes the day after that. 

Their traveling was easy enough as the road was a good one. This left Alex 
with time to think, and his mind was full with worries about Whalen and 
Darthon’s army. How far had they gotten on the road to war? Had they run into 
trouble? Did Jabez already know they were marching to attack his armies? Who 
was Jabez watching and where would he strike next? Were they all too late to 
help? Was he already too late to stop Jabez? 

Aliia rode next to Alex as they moved north, and Dogmar always rode just 
behind her. After Alex had told Aliia that he was a dragon, he had sworn her to 
secrecy. It was not something he wanted just anyone to know. She asked a few 
questions when they were alone, but when Alex was reluctant to talk about it she 
let the matter drop. She stopped asking questions, but Alex noticed that she 
would watch him, turning away whenever he looked at her, smiling slightly to 
herself. 

Once they had left the black lands behind them, Alex knew it would take 
another ten days or two weeks to reach the castle of Conmar. He wished they 
could travel faster, but he was already pushing the group as fast as they could 
manage. Every night when they stopped, the men were a little slower to make 
camp, and a little slower to prepare their evening meal. 

As they moved closer and closer to Conmar, Alex started to hope that the 
stormy weather would return. The bright sunlight was nice, but it made the 
company far too visible as they moved across the grasslands. Alex tried to keep 
them hidden, moving behind hills and the few small clusters of trees that dotted 
the land, but he knew that anyone watching the lands would soon spot them. 

Late one afternoon Alex called a halt. Something had caught his attention, but 
he wasn’t sure what it was. He knew they needed to be careful so close to 
Conmar, and he wanted to take a good look at the area before moving forward. 


He climbed off his horse, told everyone else to stay where they were and rest if 
they could, and then moved ahead on foot by himself. 

He climbed the hill to the left of the group, and found a spot between two 
boulders that allowed him to look north and west. His eyes searched the land, but 
there was nothing to see. The grasslands appeared to be empty, but Alex knew 
they were not. Jabez would have spies, maybe even guards posted to watch these 
lands so close to his home. 

Alex shifted slightly and looked toward the north once more. There were no 
buildings to be seen, no smoke rising from fires, and no roads breaking the 
rugged landscape. None of that was as troubling as the fact that there were also 
no animals to be seen, and no birds to be heard. The land was empty, but Alex 
wasn’t sure why it was so empty. 

A movement to the north caught his eye. It was distant and unclear at first, and 
it continued to move. Whatever it was, Alex noticed that the sunlight was 
flashing randomly off of the moving object. 

He sat stone still and watched. The hills to the north suddenly came alive, but 
what Alex saw didn’t encourage him. An army was on the move, climbing up 
the low hills and making their way to the mountains. It was clear that they were 
moving toward one of the high mountain passes, which they were apparently 
hoping to cross even with the snow that had already fallen. The elves and men of 
Darthon’s army would be hard pressed if this army found its way over the 
mountains. 

Alex sat watching as the army passed, wondering what he should—or could— 
do. The most important thing was to destroy Jabez, but he thought there must be 
something more he could do for his friends. As the last of the army vanished into 
the hills, Alex made up his mind. His thoughts changed as he made himself think 
more like a dragon, and as the dragon inside of him woke, he worked his magic. 
The magic was powerful, but he was acting as a dragon would, and he believed 
that this magic would go unnoticed by Jabez. 

He waited and watched for a few more minutes to make sure that Jabez’s army 
had all gone by. Then he set his magic loose, summoning a massive storm from 
the west. When Alex started back down the hill, the wind was already picking 
up, and clouds were gathering in the west. The storm he had summoned would 
begin that night, but it wouldn’t reach its full power for a day or two. Alex 
guessed that Jabez’s army would be high up in the mountains when the full force 
of his storm hit them. By then it would be too late for the army to retreat, and 
impossible for them to move forward. They would be trapped. 

Alex led the company into the growing darkness, moving slowly from shadow 
to shadow. The castle of Conmar was only a day or so away. He was sure of that, 


and he didn’t want to be seen now that he was so close. Jabez’s attention would 
be on the east where his war was raging. He would be hoping for a quick victory, 
but also troubled by Whalen’s sudden appearance. 

The feeling had come to Alex about a week ago as he was riding through the 
rain. At the time he hadn’t really noticed it, but as the feeling grew he realized 
what it was. Whalen had used his magic, breaking the spell of hiding that Alex 
had put on him. Jabez would know exactly where Whalen was, and possibly 
what he was up to. What troubled Alex was that Whalen had used his magic so 
soon, and that there was nothing he could do to help the ancient wizard. 

They made camp for the night several hours after darkness fell. Alex let the 
company sleep for as long as he could, but they were on their way again before 
dawn. As they rode, he worked to keep his mind focused, holding off the 
excitement and worries that were growing inside of him. The storm he had 
summoned had grown stronger, and was already pressing against the mountains. 
The dark clouds and rain left the land in a twilight gray, and it was hard to see 
very far in any direction. Slowly, Alex and his men worked their way up one 
more hill, but Alex motioned for the men to stop before they reached the top of 
the hill. He continued forward until he could see just over the hill, and then he 
stopped as well. To the north, across a wide valley and up an ancient looking 
hill, stood the castle of Conmar. 

The castle was built to overlook the surrounding country, but while the hill 
gently sloped downward from the front, the back of the castle stood at the top of 
a cliff that dropped into the sea. 

Jabez had been careful in choosing his home. There were dozens of tents and 
wooden shacks set up around the castle, and groups of guards were making their 
way around the castle walls. As he watched, Alex saw that the guards on the 
ground weren’t the only guards Jabez had. Several large winged creatures were 
flying around the towers of the castle, but it was almost impossible to see what 
they were in the rain. Finally, after several minutes of watching, one of the 
winged creatures flew far enough away from the castle for Alex to see it clearly. 

“Gargoyles,” Alex whispered. 

He counted at least a dozen of the stone monsters circling around the castle. 
This was going to be more difficult than he had thought. Even though he had 
never seen one before, Alex knew about gargoyles and just how dangerous an 
enemy they could be. 

Slipping back down the southern side of the hill, Alex led the company west 
toward the sea. 

“What is our plan, Alex?” Dogmar asked. 

“The castle is well guarded,” Alex said. “I don’t see a way of getting close 


without being seen.” 

“Then how do we get in?” Dogmar asked. 

“Td like to take a closer look at the cliffs at the back of the castle,” Alex said 
thoughtfully. 

“The cliffs?” Dogmar shook his head. “Dwarfs are not known for climbing, 
and we don’t have the tools or the time to tunnel our way in.” 

Alex smiled. “We won’t be tunneling. First let’s find a safe place to set up 
camp. Once that’s taken care of, PII slip away and have a look at the cliffs.” 

“T don’t like it, but we have to find a way in,” Dogmar said, mostly to himself. 
“T hope there is a way—apart from assaulting the main gate, that is.” 

When night fell, Alex slipped away and walked carefully toward the beach. He 
was careful to watch for any guards, but it seemed Jabez wasn’t worried about 
the beach. Alex did keep an eye open for gargoyles. He wasn’t sure how good 
their eyesight was, but it wouldn’t do to be spotted now. When he finally reached 
the base of the cliff, Alex looked up, trying to see if there were any cracks or 
openings that might allow him to get into the castle. 

High above him, maybe two hundred feet up, he could see a stream of water 
that looked like it was coming out of the cliff face. The storm was still growing, 
but it wasn’t raining hard enough to create the stream that was falling from the 
cliff. Where was the water coming from? Alex guessed that this was a drain for 
the castle, and if he was right, he and his company might be able to slip into the 
castle without being noticed. 

Checking to make sure he was alone, Alex quickly changed into a small bird. 
Flying was difficult, as the winds from the storm pounded against the cliff face. 
When he finally reached the source of the water he found an opening. The 
opening was roughly carved, but it was large enough for a man to walk through, 
and it appeared to stretch deeper under the castle. 

The only problem was that the opening was covered with bars. As a small 
bird, Alex could dart between the bars easily, but no one else could. He thought 
about it, and then he flew between the bars and into the tunnel, transforming 
back to his human form. As soon as he changed he noticed the terrible smell. 
The tunnel wasn’t so much a simple drain—it was the outlet for the castle’s 
sewer system. 

Alex tried not to breathe too deeply as he looked around. There was plenty of 
room, and Alex moved forward a short way, hoping that this tunnel would lead 
him to the dungeons and the hostages. 

Alex didn’t have to go far before he found what he was looking for. He had 
summoned a dim weir light to guide him, and sixty feet or so into the tunnel he 
found an ancient stone door. The door was cut a few inches above the floor so 


water and other debris could pass under it. Pushing against the door, Alex found 
that it was locked from the other side. He reached out with his magic, and 
finding nothing and no one on the other side of the door, he let that same magic 
unlock the door. The ancient hinges creaked loudly as he pushed the door open. 
Alex waited for several minutes to make sure that the noise had not been heard. 
When he was satisfied, he stepped through the door and closed it behind him. 

It was almost too quiet, and the sudden lack of noise made Alex nervous. His 
ears strained to hear any sound, but the only noise was the dripping of water. 
Slowly he moved forward, and soon the tunnel walls ended and he found himself 
in a large, mostly open space. 

He had been right: the tunnel did lead to the dungeons. Ten cells that he could 
see in the dim light lined each side of the room. Looking closer, he found that 
one hostage was sleeping inside each cell. In the cell closest to him on the left he 
saw his friend Joshua. He took a step toward the cell door, intending to open it 
and save Joshua while he had the chance, but the sudden sound of approaching 
footsteps stopped him. 

The guards were coming back. Alex wanted to stay and rescue the hostages, 
but this wasn’t the time. He knew that if he saved Joshua and the others now, 
Jabez would know about it. He wouldn’t have time to find the Axe of Sundering, 
and his real quest at Conmar Castle would fail. He needed his men to take care 
of the hostages while he dealt with Jabez. 

Alex didn’t like it, but he knew he had to wait. He gave Joshua a last look, and 
then hurried back through the stone door and magically locked it from the 
outside. 

Alex returned to the bars, and without thinking he reached for Moon Slayer. 
Not finding the sword at his side, he remembered he had given it to the shadows 
in the black lands. Instead, he pulled out his dagger. Mr. Blackburn had said the 
steel was some of the strongest he’d ever made. It was time to see if that was 
true. 

Alex had put his own magic into this blade, and it wasn’t long before the blade 
found a groove and began to cut. He cut through the bars, creating an opening 
large enough for a person to crawl through. He left the last two bars, one on 
either side, standing. Reaching into his magic bag, he pulled out several lengths 
of rope. Tying one end to one of the remaining bars, he tossed the other end of 
the first rope out and down the cliff face. It was long enough to reach the ground. 
He did the same with a second rope, attaching it to the opposite bar. 

After double-checking his work, Alex looked out of the cave’s opening. The 
storm was growing stronger by the minute; he could see lightning not too far 
away. Climbing the cliff at night and in a storm would be dangerous, but it was 


the best plan he had. He took a moment to look around, and from this high 
vantage point, he could see a handful of boats on the beach to the north. It gave 
him an idea. 

He transformed into a bird again and flew most of the way back to camp 
before returning to his own form. 

“What did you find, Alex?” Dogmar asked as soon as he saw Alex. 

“A way in,” Alex answered. 

He called the company together, and magically ignited a small and oddly dim 
fire. The magical fire was very warm, but Alex knew that it could not be seen by 
anyone that was more than twenty feet away. 

“There is an opening in the cliff face. It will be hard and dangerous to climb 
to, but it will lead us directly to the hostages,” Alex said, when the others had 
settled around him. 

“Did you see the hostages? Are they alive?” Aliia asked. 

“Yes, I saw some of them, and yes, they are alive,” Alex answered. “But if we 
are going to rescue them, it has to be tonight, while the storm lasts.” 

“At night?” one of the men said. “In this storm?” 

“T hope the storm and the darkness will work in our favor.” Alex picked up a 
stick and drew an outline of the castle in the dirt. “We must make our climb at 
night so the guards won’t see us. While Jabez may not be worried about an 
attack from the sea, his guard still patrols the walls on that side of the castle. We 
will be harder to see at night and under the cover of a storm.” 

“And how are we supposed to climb the cliffs?” Dogmar asked. 

“T left climbing ropes for us to use. That should help.” 

Dogmar looked relieved and nodded his head. 

Alex looked around the circle at his men. “Not everyone is coming into the 
castle.” 

“Why not?” asked Aliia. 

He smiled at her. “Because some of them will be helping you.” 

“Me? What do you need me to do?” 

“We need to get the hostages to safety as soon as possible. They have been 
held prisoner for some time, and they look weak. They won’t make it far without 
our help. I saw some boats on the beach north of where we’ll climb. Aliia, I need 
you and most of the men to take those boats. The rest of us will get the hostages 
out of the dungeon and into the boats, then you can all sail swiftly to the south.” 

“And you?” she asked. 

Alex shook his head. “You know that I must confront Jabez—and I must do it 
alone.” 

“A wizards’ battle is no place for dwarf or man,” Dogmar said grumpily. “Still, 


if a few of us went with you, it might help the odds.” 

“Thank you, my friend, but the odds are what they are,” Alex replied. 
“Besides, I need you all to rescue the hostages. They need your help more than I 
will.” 

Dogmar ran his hand down his beard, an unhappy look on his face. After a 
minute he reluctantly nodded his agreement. 

Alex looked up at the sky. “We have a few hours before we need to go. I 
suggest everyone try to rest. We have much to do before the night is over.” 
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Alex didn’t sleep, but he let his body rest while his mind continued to work. 
The wind had picked up, and the trees around them creaked and groaned. He was 
trying to picture what the inside of the castle would look like. Where would 
Jabez be? Where was the golden dragon he’d promised to save? Where was the 
Axe of Sundering hidden? 

When it was time, Alex woke the others. They made their way down to the 
beach following the path Alex had taken earlier. Alex chose six men along with 
Dogmar to help him rescue the hostages. The rest went with Aliia to help her 
take the boats. 

“We won’t have much time,” he warned everyone. “Once the hostages make it 
to the beach, they’ ll need to get into the boats as fast as they can. Can you help 
them, Aliia?” 

Aliia nodded. “On the water my magic is stronger than on land. The boats will 
be ready, and I will care for the hostages. I promise.” 

Alex gave her a nod of understanding and a quick smile. 

The ropes Alex had left earlier were still in place, and he pulled on the end of 
one of them, testing it. The rope held firm, and he noted that the rope, now wet, 
was easier to grip than when it had been dry. He started climbing, one of his men 
holding the end of the rope to keep it tight. Dogmar pushed his way forward and 
started up the second rope. 

It was hard to see in the darkness, and the rain lashed at the cliff, making the 
rocks slippery. Alex kept climbing, pausing now and then to wipe the rain out of 
his eyes. Thunder rumbled behind him, and lightning flashed, throwing light 
onto the cliffs. 

Alex was about halfway to the stone tunnel when he heard a different kind of 
rumbling. It was lower than the thunder, and more rhythmic. The wind against 
his back felt closer and more directed than the gusts he’d been fighting. He 
wondered what was happening and turned to look over his shoulder when a giant 
stone claw punched into the cliff wall right next to him. 


The gargoyle screeched and pulled its claw back, taking a chunk of rock from 
the wall with it. The man climbing the rope below Alex shouted in fear. The 
gargoyle swooped close once more, and Alex felt the rope slide in his hands. 
Alex tightened his grip, and watched every move the gargoyle made. 

Another gargoyle appeared out of the darkness, and then a third. Their shrieks 
sounded like rocks being split apart, and the beat of their wings was deafening. 
The gargoyles flew closer and closer to Alex and the men on the ropes. They 
repeatedly hit the cliff with their claws, knocking stones down onto Alex and the 
others. It was only a matter of time before a gargoyle would try to pluck one of 
them off the rope. 

Alex didn’t have many options. He couldn’t draw a sword because he had to 
keep both hands on the rope, and what good would a sword do? His staff was 
safely stored in his magic bag, and there was no time to retrieve it, and hanging 
on the rope he couldn’t use it anyway. 

“What do we do?” the man below Alex shouted. 

“Hold on,” Alex shouted. “All of you, hold on.” He climbed up a few feet and 
found a place to brace himself against the cliff. He looked at the black storm 
clouds filled with lightning and rain. He had to use magic, but he had to be 
careful as well. He forced himself to think like a dragon, knowing it would 
shield his magic from Jabez. He reached out to the storm with his magic, 
summoning the power that was already there. 

“Close your eyes!” he shouted. “Look away!” 

He didn’t have time to see if the men obeyed him or not. A lightning bolt 
ripped through the darkness, slamming into the gargoyle closest to him. An 
explosion of stone hit the cliff where the monster had been, showering down on 
Alex and the others like broken glass. 

The two remaining gargoyles moved backwards, away from the cliff. They 
hovered in the air for a moment, unsure about what had just happened. 

A second bolt of lightning came racing out of the clouds, and again Alex used 
his magic to direct it. This time the flash of light was as bright as the sun and the 
explosion was deafening. A second gargoyle was gone, leaving nothing but 
falling stone where it had been. The third gargoyle now realized that it was in 
danger, that the storm might destroy it as it had its two companions. 

The last gargoyle moved away, flying higher against the wind, hoping to reach 
the safety of the castle. Alex couldn’t let the monster escape—his plans would 
be ruined if it reported what it had seen and what had happened to the others. As 
the gargoyle moved away it was harder for Alex to see, harder for him to hit with 
a lightning bolt, but he had to stop it. 

Focusing all his thought, Alex called down a third bolt of lightning, but this 


one was different. Half a dozen threads of lightning reached down from the 
clouds, like blue-white fingers searching for something. As the gargoyle raced to 
the castle wall the fingers found what they were searching for. The threads of 
light closed around the monster, the crackling of raw energy filled the air, and a 
sudden explosion shook the cliff where Alex was hanging. 

Alex looked down and counted his men. They were all there. No one had been 
taken by a gargoyle or lost to the storm. He let out a sigh of relief. 

The climb was a difficult one, but everyone made it. Once they were all inside 
the tunnel, Alex led the way to the stone door that would let them into the 
dungeons. Pushing the door open, Alex led the group quietly up the tunnel and to 
the dungeon. Alex peeked out of the tunnel to see if any guards were in the 
room. There were two guards, men, playing cards at a table by the far wall. Alex 
gathered a thread of his magic and quietly whispered “Sleep” in their direction. 

After a moment, the first guard yawned and laid down his cards. The second 
guard rubbed his eyes. 

Alex added a little more magic to his spell, and spoke again. “Sleep.” 

This time, both guards slumped in their chairs, their heads falling backward. 
One guard started to snore softly. 

Alex moved out of the tunnel and into the dungeon, his men close behind. He 
moved quietly to the sleeping guards and unhooked the key ring from the first 
guard’s belt. 

He didn’t need the keys to open the cells, but once he had them he went to 
Joshua’s cell and unlocked it first. The gate swung open with a loud squeak, but 
the sleeping guards didn’t move. 

Alex gave the keyring to Dogmar. “Unlock the others.” 

The dwarf did as he was told, and Alex entered Joshua’s cell. 

“Joshua,” he said softly. 

Joshua was asleep on a low dirty cot, his face turned to the wall. Alex touched 
his friend’s shoulder to wake him up. Joshua flinched at the contact, and rolled 
over to face Alex. His face was dirty and looked much thinner than it had before. 
His eyes were red and bloodshot, and he had grown a beard since the last time 
Alex had seen him. 

“Alex?” he whispered, his voice cracking from disuse. “How did you get 
here?” 

“Tt’s a long story,” Alex said. “And one best saved for another time. Hurry. My 
friends and I are here to rescue you.” 

Joshua tried to push himself up from the cot, but only made it partway. Alex 
had to catch him before he fell back on the bed. “I don’t know what’s wrong 
with me,” he said. 


“Don’t try to speak,” Alex said. “Save your strength. You’ll need it for the 
climb down to the beach.” 

“No,” Joshua said, clutching at Alex’s arm. “No, this is important. Jabez—” 

“He doesn’t know we are here.” Alex helped Joshua stand up, but his friend 
swayed on his feet. His skin felt cold to the touch. 

“Jabez did something to me,” Joshua said as if Alex hadn’t spoken. 

Alex frowned. “What did he do?” 

“He kept asking me to tell him about someone named Whalen. I told him I 
didn’t know anyone of that name, but he wouldn’t believe me. He asked me 
again and again, he wanted to know what plans this Whalen person was making. 
He did things to me—he was inside my mind.” 

“Tt doesn’t matter now, that ordeal is over,” Alex said softly, using his magic to 
calm Joshua and to lend him some strength. 

Slowly he helped Joshua toward the stone door. Dogmar had finished opening 
all the other cells, and he and the men were helping the other hostages. Many of 
the hostages had beards like Joshua, and their clothes were in tatters. It was clear 
that they had been in the dungeon for a long time, but they all seemed stronger 
than Joshua. 

Once they had gotten everyone to the opening in the cliff, Dogmar pulled Alex 
slightly away from the group. 

“None of them are strong enough to climb down on their own,” Dogmar 
whispered. “They’ll fall off the ropes long before they reach the bottom.” 

“I have more rope; we’ ll rig a sling and lower them,” said Alex. 

It only took a few minutes for Dogmar to work a rope into a sling, and while 
he did that two of the men climbed down the cliff to help the hostages once they 
were down. Alex, Dogmar, and the other rescuers lowered the hostages, 
sometimes two at a time, down to the beach. Joshua was the last one to be put in 
the sling, and before he was lowered Alex sent two more of his men down the 
ropes. 

“When you’re all in the boats, tell Aliia to use the mage wind to speed you 
south,” Alex said to Dogmar. “TIl make sure that Jabez doesn’t notice.” 

“You... you’re not coming with us?” Joshua asked. 

Alex shook his head. “I can’t. I need to stop Jabez, and I must do it alone.” 

“But he’s a wizard,” Joshua said. “A powerful wizard.” 

Alex smiled. “So am I.” 

Alex helped Joshua into the sling, and then helped him climb out of the tunnel. 
As he and the others slowly lowered Joshua to the beach, Alex turned slightly to 
look at Dogmar. 

“Joshua may need more help than the others,” Alex said. “Warn Lady Aliia not 


to try and break any spells she might see. They will break once I destroy Jabez.” 

“As you wish,” Dogmar answered. “Are you sure you don’t need my help?” 

“No, my friend—as I said, I must do this alone.” 

Dogmar nodded his understanding and then he and the remaining men started 
down the ropes. Alex turned and returned to the dungeons, closing and locking 
the stone door behind him. He was alone except for the two sleeping guards. 

He didn’t want to leave by the main door of the dungeon; it would be too 
risky. He thought there would be more guards there and he couldn’t keep putting 
guards to sleep. He looked around the room, remembering stories he’d read and 
other castles he’d been in. This was a solid dungeon, and the stones fit together 
without leaving any gaps. As he studied the dungeon, Alex saw one stone in the 
ceiling that seemed to be a different color than the rest. It was in the corner near 
to where the guards were sleeping. 

Alex walked over to the guards and climbed onto their table. Reaching up, he 
touched the stone. The stone moved as he applied pressure to it, and he was able 
to push it to one side. This was exactly what he’d been thinking of—a secret 
passage. He didn’t know where the secret passageway would lead him, but at 
least it would be away from the dungeon. If he was really lucky, it would take 
him somewhere useful. 

Alex gripped the edges of the open hole and pulled himself into the ceiling. 

The guards were still asleep as he replaced the stone and started off into the 
unknown. 


(CHAPTER TWENTY 


THE SECRET PASSAGEWAY 
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Alex soon found himself in a long hallway that was only broken by short sets 
of stairs that always went up. It was clear that this passage would lead him into 
the castle. At the top of a long spiral staircase, the passage suddenly split into 
several other passageways, and Alex was certain that each one led to a hidden 
door somewhere inside the castle. He quickly checked the first few passageways, 
but one led to the kitchen, and another led to a room where guards were 
sleeping. He went back to the main passageway, sure that if he followed it there 
would be other paths to follow. 

Careful not to make any noise, Alex made his way through the secret 
passages. The feel of dust under his feet reassured him that Jabez had not 
discovered these passageways, and that for the time being he was safe. As he 
moved deeper into the castle, he paused to listen and look through spyholes that 
he found hidden in the castle walls. He saw a few gargoyles inside the castle as 
well as men and goblins. He listened to everything he heard, but as he suspected, 
nothing he heard had anything to do with the Axe of Sundering. 

Eventually, one of the spyholes Alex checked revealed what had to be the 
throne room. Alex paused for a moment, and then quickly moved along the 
passage to find a new spyhole, one that would give him a better view of the 
throne room. This was his chance to see Jabez and possibly find out what he was 
up to. Jabez’s plans were in full motion now, and it made sense that Jabez would 
command his armies from the ancient throne room of Conmar. 

Alex found a spyhole that let him see most of the room, and as quietly as he 
could he leaned closer to learn as much as he could. The room he looked into 
was dimly lit, but there was enough light for Alex to see most of what was going 
on. More important, he could hear what was being said, and what he heard gave 
him hope. Jabez might let something slip that would help him with his quest. 

“An army of elves has attacked our southern army,” a cold voice was saying. 
“They appeared without warning, and have destroyed most of our supplies.” 

“More supplies are already moving across the mountains,” a voice that had to 
be Jabez’s replied. “You’ Il have all you need to continue the battle.” 

“The elves do not stand and fight like the men,” the cold voice whined. “They 


hit us and run away, and we don’t have enough warriors to chase them.” 

“Enough of your excuses!” Jabez shouted. “I’ve sent more supplies and more 
warriors with them. You will push on to the coast and destroy the cities of men. 
When that task is done, you can push south and destroy the troublesome elves.” 

“Tt would be better to destroy the elves first,” a sly goblin voice commented. 
“They are cunning, and leaving them free to attack us is dangerous.” 

“Silence!” Jabez snapped. “I have considered the elves and what they might 
do. They are an inconvenience, nothing more. Once the cities of men are 
destroyed, we will hunt the few elves that remain in Westland.” 

It was clear from Jabez’s tone that the discussion was over, and that he 
wouldn’t listen to any suggestions about changing the plans he’d made. Alex 
thought that Jabez was being foolish, because he knew the elves would do more 
than just cause trouble. 

“Now, what word from the north?” Jabez asked. 

“Our armies continue to advance,” a large goblin answered. “The men of the 
north fight hard, but our numbers are too great for them.” 

“Your numbers are being cut down too quickly,” said Jabez, his anger growing 
as he spoke. “My gargoyle servants have reported your losses to me. You lose 
ten warriors for every human you cut down.” 

“The losses mean nothing,” the goblin answered with a growl. “We have more 
than enough warriors to complete our mission.” 

“What about after that mission is over?” Jabez asked, rising from the throne 
where he’d been sitting. “What about after Westland is ours and it is time for us 
to move on to Midland?” 

“There are always more warriors to be found,” the goblin answered, fear 
creeping into its voice. 

“No, there are not!” Jabez shouted. He slammed his staff against the floor and 
a blast of red light shot out of the top. 

Jabez’s spell hit the goblin like a giant fist. The goblin was thrown backwards, 
landing hard and sliding across the stone floor. It cried out in pain, but none of 
the other goblins in the room moved to help it. Jabez stood watching the goblin, 
and Alex could see him clearly in the torchlight. A look of evil joy covered 
Jabez’s face, and he cast a second spell that crushed the goblin into the floor. 

“Tell his second-in-command that he is the leader now,” said Jabez as he 
returned to his throne. “And tell him that he’d better not waste my army, or he 
will face a worse punishment than his former leader.” 

There was a mumble of acceptance from those gathered around the throne. It 
was Clear that all of these creatures both feared and hated Jabez. It was also clear 
that they would not fight against him. They wanted the power that Jabez offered 


them, and they were happy to do whatever Jabez ordered—for at least as long as 
they were winning. 

Alex watched for several more minutes, but nothing was said that might help 
him find the Axe of Sundering. He didn’t expect Jabez to openly mention the 
Axe, but maybe he would mention a treasure room or the underground lake. 
Alex replaced the spyhole cover and moved away from the throne room. He had 
one idea about where the Axe might be, but it would be difficult and dangerous 
to check. He was sure Jabez would have plenty of guards stationed outside the 
treasure room of Conmar, if he could find it. 

Alex waited by the hidden doorway, listening as the guards moved up and 
down the hallway beyond the door. It was important to know how often the 
guards passed by so he could sneak into the castle proper without anyone 
noticing. He wasn’t exactly sure where the treasure room was, but he could sense 
the presence of a dragon. If his guess was right, this would be the golden dragon 
he’d seen in Darthon’s dream. It made sense that the dragon would be in or at 
least near the treasure room, as that would probably be the only place large 
enough to keep a dragon. Of course there would be other guards between here 
and the treasure room, but Alex thought he could slip past them without being 
noticed. 

After a few hours of waiting and listening, Alex slowly pulled open the hidden 
doorway that he’d been waiting behind. It had been several minutes since the last 
set of guards had passed, and he knew it would be some time before more guards 
came his way. The castle was dark, the only light coming from torches placed 
every twenty or thirty feet along the passageway. Alex wiped away the dust that 
his shoes left on the stone floor. He didn’t want to leave any clues that he had 
been in the castle, or how he’d gotten there. 

Certain that the secret passage was safe, Alex started off as fast as he dared. 
He made his way down three levels without meeting anyone or anything, and he 
was Starting to wonder where all the guards were. He was on his way to a fourth 
stairway when he heard heavy footsteps coming toward him. 

Alex looked for a place to hide, but there wasn’t one in the long hallway. With 
no other option, Alex pushed open the closest door and jumped into the room 
beyond it. He looked wildly around to make sure the room was empty, and then 
stood next to the mostly closed door, watching the hallway outside. 

The footsteps came closer and closer, until Alex could see a massive gargoyle 
stop just outside the door he was hiding behind. 

The gargoyle looked from one side of the hallway to the other, sniffing the air 
as if it smelled something it wasn’t sure about. Alex held his breath, afraid that 
the gargoyle would start checking the doors along the hallway. For a minute the 


gargoyle stood perfectly still, taking a long, deep breath. Alex tensed his 
muscles, ready for the worst, but the gargoyle simply snorted, and started 
moving down the hallway as if nothing was wrong. 

Alex waited a few minutes to make sure the stone monster had gone, and then 
slipped back into the hallway. He hurried on, desperate to reach the lower parts 
of the castle where he would be less likely to run into anything dangerous. As he 
quietly rushed along one of the lower halls, he knew he had made a mistake. 

“Well, well, well—what have we here?” 

Jabez. Alex spun toward the voice and cursed himself for being so stupid. He 
should have checked more closely, making sure the hall was empty before 
entering it. He allowed his desire for speed to blind him, and now he would have 
to face Jabez without the Axe of Sundering, and without any real hope of 
destroying him. 

“Ah, the young warrior my uncle brought with him,” Jabez commented with a 
wicked smile. “I congratulate you on getting this far. My uncle must have put 
quite a spell on you so that you could slip past my guards.” 

“Your uncle is a great wizard,” said Alex, drawing his scimitar as he spoke. He 
wished he had Moon Slayer in his hand, but he would have to make do without 
it. 

“Ha,” Jabez laughed, spitting on the floor. “My uncle is an old fool, and it 
seems his powers are not as great as they once were. There was a time he would 
have come here himself to face me, and not sent some hireling to do his dirty 
work for him.” 

“A hireling that slipped past your guards, and even now holds your fate in his 
hands,” Alex replied. 

“Surely you don’t believe that,” said Jabez, laughing again. “My fool of an 
uncle must have told you that your weapons would be useless against me. Did he 
really let you believe a mere sword could hurt me? What did he promise you? 
What have you sold your life for?” 

Alex didn’t say anything as he felt Jabez’s spell wash over him. Jabez was 
using magic to probe his mind, looking for reasons and clues about Whalen’s 
plans. Alex could have blocked his mind from the spell if he’d wanted to, but 
that would mean giving himself away and letting Jabez know that he was also a 
wizard. Instead, he hid parts of his mind from Jabez, only letting him see what 
he wanted him to see. At the same time, Alex tried to find his own way into 
Jabez’s mind, hoping to find the hiding place of the Axe of Sundering. 

“You are brave to come here alone,” Jabez said calmly. “I’m sure my uncle 
planned things well, allowing himself a way out once you reached Westland. 
Still, I value bravery, even when it is misplaced.” 


“What do you mean?” Alex asked, holding back the rage that was building 
inside of him. 

“My uncle has sent you here to die. That much must be clear, even to you,” 
Jabez answered with a sneer. “I can always use good men. Give up this foolish 
quest of yours and join me. I could use a man like you, and I am always 
generous to those who serve me well.” 

Alex knew that his words were a lie. As soon as he discovered what he wanted 
to know, Jabez would kill him, just as he had killed the goblin leader in the 
throne room. Alex held back, showing Jabez more of what he wanted to see 
while continuing to prying into Jabez’s deepest thoughts. He was close to the 
answer he needed, but he didn’t understand what he saw in Jabez’s mind. 

“Join me,” Jabez said again, moving closer to Alex as he spoke. “Give up your 
foolish quest and serve me. It is the only way you can save your friends. It is the 
only way you can save the elf maid Aliia.” 

Alex was shocked that Jabez knew about Aliia. He was shaken by how deeply 
Jabez had been able to look into his mind without his knowing. Anger rose up 
like a serpent inside Alex, and he acted without thinking. In one sweeping move 
he stepped forward, striking out at his enemy. Alex felt the edge cut into Jabez’s 
side, his dragon magic adding power to the blow. 

Jabez looked stunned, shocked—and for a moment, afraid. 

Then Alex felt Jabez’s magic push him back, fire and ice filling his right arm. 
He fell, his scimitar dropping to the stone floor and ringing loudly as it hit. 

Jabez staggered away from Alex, clutching at his side. 

Alex struggled back to his feet, his right arm numb with cold and pain. His 
head was spinning as if he’d been hit on the chin. The two of them looked at 
each other for a long moment in silence, and then they both moved. Alex ran 
forward, scooping up his scimitar with his left hand. Jabez staggered back into 
the chamber, calling loudly for his guards to come. 

Alex could tell that Jabez was enhancing his voice with magic. Soon, every 
guard in Conmar would be rushing to this hall, and Alex had only one chance. 
He had to reach the treasure rooms of Conmar. From there he might be able to 
find some way to escape. 

Alex ran as fast as he could, his right arm swinging uselessly as he went. He 
ran down another set of stairs and down the long tunnels, heading for what he 
hoped would be the treasure room. He struggled to get his scimitar back in its 
scabbard, and focused on a source of magic he could feel and almost smell. 

He came upon another long set of stairs and paused. There was a dragon 
waiting for him at the bottom of the stairs; he had been right to follow his 
instincts. 


As Alex ran into the treasure chamber, the dragon moved back, a puzzled look 
on its face. Alex skidded to a stop. He recognized the golden dragon that had 
attacked Darthon’s mind, and was relieved that it wasn’t an unknown dragon. 
The dragon was still enslaved by Jabez’s magic, unable to speak or even make a 
sound. Alex had promised to break the curse and return the dragon’s voice, but 
he could already hear Jabez’s guards racing down the tunnel behind him. There 
was no time, and he still couldn’t let Jabez know that he was a wizard. 

“T can’t free you yet,” Alex said, his eyes moving around the treasure room as 
he spoke. “Once I destroy the wizard who has done this to you, then his spell 
will be broken and you will be free.” 

The dragon looked sad, but nodded its understanding of Alex’s words. 

“Will you help me?” Alex asked, his eyes meeting the golden dragon’s gaze. 

The dragon nodded, and for a moment, Alex could see into the dragon’s mind. 
He saw a pathway leading away from the treasure room and down to an 
underground lake. A shimmer of magical light glowed in the center of the lake. 
Alex understood perfectly where he needed to go and why. He also knew that the 
dragon would do whatever he asked it to. 

Alex started to move toward his hope for escape, but before he could look 
away from the dragon, a vision flashed into his mind. Buried on the other side of 
a stack of treasure was an old iron box. Alex immediately recognized it from the 
vision he had had in the cave of dreams when he and Whalen had been traveling 
with the caravan. 

Alex blinked his eyes, breaking his connection with the dragon, and hurried to 
the spot the dragon had shown him. He found the iron box and lifted the lid. 
Inside was one of the Orion stones he had seen in his vision. It glowed like a 
pearl in sunlight, and Alex could sense the magic surrounding it. He quickly 
lifted the stone out of the box, but hesitated before putting it into his magic bag. 
He didn’t know how the magic of the stone would react to the magic of his bag, 
but he couldn’t leave it behind. The Orion stone was too powerful, and he didn’t 
want Jabez to be able to use it as a weapon against him. Alex slipped the stone 
into his shirt pocket instead. 

“Thank you, my friend. If you can, give me time to reach the end of this 
tunnel,” said Alex as he moved to the smaller opening on the far side of the 
treasure room. “When Jabez’s guards enter this room, breathe fire down the 
tunnel after me. I will leave an image of myself to burn in the flames. Then I will 
be free to destroy your enemy and mine.” 

Once more the dragon nodded, and Alex ran for the tunnel. He didn’t have a 
lot of time, but he thought he would be able to work the magic he needed 
without Jabez noticing. The fact that the dragon was so close would help, 


because Jabez would not be able to detect Alex’s magic with so much dragon 
magic in the room. 

Halfway between the treasure chamber and the far end of the tunnel, Alex 
stopped. He focused his thoughts on a large boulder that was lying next to the 
wall, and worked his magic. The boulder changed into a body that was almost an 
exact duplicate of himself. It was dressed the same as Alex was, and even had a 
magic bag and a scimitar, both of which looked like his own. 

Weakened by his injured arm, Alex stumbled to the end of the tunnel where 
the path ended in a large half circle. The beginnings of a stairway remained 
attached to the right side of the platform, but there were only five worn and 
broken steps, and then nothing. He was stuck. There was no way down to the 
underground lake, and no way for him to go back. 

As the light of dragon fire filled the tunnel behind him, Alex did the only thing 
he could do. He jumped. He felt the heat as a giant ball of flame passed over 
him, and then the cold rush of air as he fell. The icy black water tried to rip 
Alex’s breath away from him when he hit the surface of the lake. He managed to 
hold his breath as he sank into darkness. His right arm throbbed painfully as he 
tried to swim, and his lungs burned from a lack of air. 

Swimming as hard as he could with only one arm, Alex forced himself down 
toward the bottom of the lake. The air had almost entirely left his lungs before he 
reached his goal. He struggled to move a large rock and then forced his magic 
bag under it. Struggling with the straps, he managed to pull the bag close to his 
face and, with his last breath, he whispered the password. 

Without a sound Alex vanished into his bag—wounded and cold, but alive and 
undefeated. 


—~ 


It took several hours before Alex felt ready to leave the safety of his magic 
bag. His right arm was still numb and he had trouble holding anything, but the 
pain was mostly gone. Alex took a deep breath and then reluctantly spoke the 
magic password that would release him from his magic bag and return him to the 
icy water of the lake. 

The water of the underground lake was so cold it burned, and with some 
difficulty he retrieved his magic bag from beneath the rock. Wrapping the straps 
of the bag around his numb right hand, Alex pushed off the bottom of the lake, 
swimming as hard as he could for the surface. 

Alex gasped for breath as he broke the surface of the water. He let himself 
float for a moment to let his eyes adjust to the darkness and get a sense of 
direction. He conjured a single faint weir light, just to make sure he was alone. 


Alex swam to the edge of the lake and pulled himself out of the water. He 
rested on the rocky beach for a few minutes, catching his breath and trying to 
warm up. Far above him was the platform he had jumped from. Magic was the 
only way he could get back onto the platform, and he was sure Jabez wouldn’t 
notice—he probably wasn’t even looking for magic now. He concentrated, and 
rose from the surface of the lake to the platform. 

Alex could see the glow of the dragon in the treasure room, and the stones of 
the tunnel he’d run down were still warm from the dragon’s fire. He started back 
down the tunnel, noticing that the body he had left behind was gone. Jabez’s 
guards must have carried it away, probably to prove that the warrior had not 
escaped them. 

As Alex entered the treasure room, the light coming from the dragon 
increased. He smiled and moved further into the room. The dragon watched Alex 
as he moved, waiting patiently to hear what Alex had to say. For several seconds 
Alex didn’t say anything, and when he did speak to the dragon, he did not use 
his voice. 

I am grateful for your help , Alex said, his thoughts entering the dragon’s 
mind. I am in your debt, and I will do everything I can to break the curse Jabez 
has put on you. 

The dragon nodded its understanding but was unable to reply. Alex sat down 
on a pile of gold coins and let his mind move closer to the dragon’s. He wanted 
to know how the dragon had gotten here, and how Jabez had managed to steal its 
voice. As he opened his mind, the dragon was able to show him the answers to 
his questions, and the more Alex saw, the more he understood. For a long time, 
Alex sat in the treasure room, sharing thoughts with the dragon, until he came to 
the question he needed to answer most. 

Where is the Axe of Sundering? Alex thought, his own mind recalling what 
he’d seen in Jabez’s thoughts. I need it if I’m going to end this evil. 

The dragon did not show Alex an answer in its thoughts, but instead, it turned 
its head and looked at the tunnel leading to the underground lake. Alex looked at 
the opening as well, and then at the dragon. He didn’t understand what the 
dragon was trying to tell him, and then suddenly he realized what the dragon was 
saying without words. 

The Axe was not hidden in the treasure room, and it was not guarded as Alex 
thought it would be. Jabez had put the Axe in the one place he thought it would 
be safe, the one place that no warrior would ever be able to reach it. With a 
laugh, Alex stood up and bowed to the dragon. 

When Alex moved toward the tunnel, however, the dragon shifted as if to stop 
him from leaving. The dragon looked around the treasure room and then at Alex. 


You want me to take all of this? Alex asked. 

The dragon nodded its head. 

If Jabez returns before I have the Axe, or if I fail to destroy him, he will be 
angry with you for giving his treasure away , Alex said. 

A light flashed in the dragon’s eyes as Alex spoke, and its meaning was all too 
clear. If Jabez should discover the loss of his treasure he might try to destroy the 
dragon, which would be one way for the dragon to escape its prison. 

Very well , Alex said. I will take this, and hope that Jabez never returns to this 
room. 

It only took a few seconds for Alex to move all of Jabez’s treasure into his 
own magic bag. With that task completed, Alex looked at the dragon once more. 
The look on the dragon’s face told Alex all he needed to know, and once again 
he bowed to the dragon. 

You will be free, I promise , Alex said as he turned to go. 

Without looking back, Alex moved down the tunnel toward the underground 
lake. This time there was no hurry; he wasn’t being chased. Now there was only 
one thing he needed to think about, and that was getting the Axe of Sundering 
out of the icy lake. Alex had seen the lake in Jabez’s mind, but he hadn’t 
recognized it for what it was, not until the dragon had given him the answer he 
needed. The spark of magic he’d seen in the lake wasn’t Jabez’s doing, and it 
wasn’t the dragon’s, either. The magic came from the Axe of Sundering, and no 
dark magic could ever hide it. 

Standing at the edge of the platform, Alex looked out into the darkness. He 
had seen the magic Jabez had used to hide the Axe when he’d look into Jabez’s 
mind. Now he used that same magic to call the Axe back. There was no need to 
worry about Jabez noticing this magic, because it wasn’t his magic. He was 
using the magic of the Axe of Sundering itself. 

After several minutes of staring into the darkness, Alex saw what he was 
looking for. A faint glimmer, like a distant star, appeared above the waters of the 
lake. Slowly the glimmer grew brighter as the Axe moved toward Alex and 
finally hung motionless in the air in front of him. 


(CHAPTER JWENTY-ONE 


THE AXE OF SUNDERING 
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The Axe of Sundering floated just out of reach, waiting for Alex to take it. For 
a moment he hesitated, dazzled by the beauty of the deadly weapon in front of 
him. Without thinking, Alex lifted his right arm, reaching out for the axe with his 
numb hand. The axe moved away, as if it did not wish to be touched. Alex felt a 
wave of magic wash over him, magic that came from the axe. It was searching 
his mind, testing his power, and deciding if he would be the one to wield it. 

Alex couldn’t take his eyes off the axe as he stood waiting. Slowly words 
formed in his mind, words he had heard before. 

“Will you pay the price? Will you give up all that you are to wield this 
weapon?” 

Alex’s mind spun wildly. Did he really have to give up everything he was? 
Could he only wield the axe if he gave up being an adventurer, a wizard, a 
dragon lord? Did the magic of the axe want him to give up being a dragon? Alex 
didn’t know if he could give it all up, he wasn’t sure it would be possible to meet 
the price the axe was asking. His mind raced through all his adventures, 
everything he had done, and all that he still hoped to do. 

The Axe of Sundering didn’t move as Alex thought. Suddenly his thoughts 
shifted to the evil that was being done by Jabez and the Brotherhood. If he failed 
to win the axe, all of Westland—all of Jarro—would fall into evil. If he didn’t 
win the axe, the Brotherhood would soon take over all the known lands. 

Alex moved his hand toward the axe, his mind made up. Yes , he thought. I 
will give up everything to stop this evil. 

The Axe of Sundering moved down and forward, and when it touched his 
hand, the numbness vanished. Magical warmth flowed through him. The axe had 
chosen, but Alex wasn’t sure what would happen next. He pulled his arm back, 
looking at the magical markings on the axe. Now that it was in his hand, Alex 
realized what was so special about this weapon. 

“Made by magic,” Alex whispered. 

Unlike Moon Slayer, which had been made by hand and then had magic added 
to it, the Axe of Sundering had been made completely by magic. No hammer had 
ever worked the metal of this weapon, and no stone or file could ever make an 


edge as impossibly sharp. The Axe of Sundering was much more than just a 
weapon. 

“You have paid the price, and yet remain yourself,” a voice that Alex had 
never heard said inside his head. “To freely offer all is payment enough. ” 

A sense of joy filled Alex as he shifted the axe from hand to hand. The balance 
was perfect, and as he swung the weapon, the axe felt more like a part of him, 
not just a weapon in his hands. The axe was small and light enough for him to 
use with one hand, yet large enough for him to use both hands if he needed to. 
There was powerful magic in the axe, magic that was both the same and different 
than the magic of Moon Slayer. Alex knew that the axe would help him in battle 
just as Moon Slayer did, but it would also help him in other ways. It would take 
time for him to understand this new power, but at the moment, time was 
something Alex did not have. 

He had to find Jabez and end his evil. Alex hoped more than anything that he 
was not already too late to help his friends. 

Alex slid the axe into his belt and returned to the treasure room. He bowed to 
the golden dragon as he passed, but he didn’t have time to stop. 

Surprising Jabez could mean the difference between success and failure. 

He made his way back up the many flights of stairs and through the hallways 
until he was close to the throne room. He knew he would need all his strength in 
the fight that was coming. Even with the Axe of Sundering, it would not be an 
easy battle. 

He reached for the throne room door, but then he paused. His sudden 
appearance would certainly surprise Jabez, but if there were guards or even 
servants in the room Jabez might escape. The dark wizard would certainly 
recognize the Axe of Sundering in Alex’s hand, and the fact that Alex had it 
might scare him into running. 

He forced his mind to focus, tried to think like a dragon, and became invisible. 

As quietly as he could, Alex opened the door and stepped into the throne 
room. He closed the door behind him, looking to see what dangers might be 
waiting for him. The room was empty, and that didn’t seem right. He had 
expected Jabez to be here, giving orders or listening to reports of the war he had 
started. The fact that the room was empty brought new worries to Alex’s mind. 

A sudden rustle of movement made Alex jump, his right hand grasping the axe 
in his belt. The massive doors to the room opened wide as Alex moved out of the 
way, and a pair of gargoyles entered, carrying a wooden chest between them. A 
dozen goblin soldiers marched close behind the gargoyles, and walking in the 
middle of the goblins was Whalen Vankin. 

Alex was stunned. Somehow Jabez had managed to locate Whalen, capture 


him, and then bring him to Conmar. 

Whalen looked like he had been badly beaten. His clothes were dirty and torn, 
and he walked with a limp. A dirty bandage, stained with blood, was wrapped 
around his head. One of the goblins pushed Whalen forward, and he stumbled as 
he entered the throne room. 

Alex wanted to rush forward and free his friend. He wanted to cut down the 
goblins that were gathered around Whalen, laughing their evil laughter. He 
wanted to use the Axe of Sundering to hack the gargoyles into pieces, but he 
knew he couldn’t. He had to wait. He moved into the shadows at one side of the 
room, rage flowing through him. Jabez would be coming soon, and it was Jabez 
that he had to destroy. 

The wait was a short one. Jabez came limping into the room, a pained look on 
his face as he climbed the steps to the stone throne. It took a few seconds for 
Jabez to turn and sit down. It was clear that he was suffering from the wound 
Alex had given him. 

Alex moved closer, his hand ready to pull the Axe of Sundering out of his belt, 
but he did not act. 

“You don’t seem pleased to see me, uncle,” Jabez said, a nasty grin spreading 
over his face. 

“Why would I be pleased to see you?” Whalen asked. “You’ve broken your 
oath as a true wizard, you’ve brought war and suffering to Jarro, and you’ve 
dishonored my name.” 

“The dishonor you brought upon yourself,” Jabez said with a sneer. “You 
always thought that I would be like you. You tried to make me into a copy of 
yourself, but I was too clever for that. You and your do-good attitude, always 
using your powers to help others because you claimed it was the right thing to 
do. Look where all of your good deeds have gotten you.” 

“T see you’ve learned nothing,” Whalen said. “I tried to teach you the correct 
path and you refused to learn.” 

“Hah!” Jabez laughed, his face turning red with anger. “You tried to teach me 
the fool’s path. What I’ve learned is that the gratitude of the poor and helpless is 
meaningless. All that really matters in this world is wealth and power.” 

“You are a fool,” Whalen replied. 

“A fool?” Jabez yelled back and started to laugh. He laughed so hard that he 
suddenly grimaced in pain from the wound in his side. “Let me show you who 
the real fool is.” 

Jabez snapped his fingers and the gargoyles came forward carrying their 
wooden chest. They placed the chest at the bottom of the stair that led to the 
throne, and then stepped away. Jabez’s face was full of hunger as he looked 


down at the chest. 

“Leave us,” Jabez said, waving away the goblins and gargoyles. “There is little 
need to fear the great Whalen Vankin now.” 

The goblins all laughed as they turned and left the room, followed closely by 
the gargoyles. Jabez didn’t say anything more until the throne room doors were 
closed, but his eyes remained fixed on Whalen. Alex used the time to move 
closer to Whalen, thinking that he might have to defend his friend from a sudden 
attack. 

“T’m sure you think your plans will find success,” Jabez began, his voice 
calmer than it had been. “You’ve always been so cunning, uncle, but this time 
your plans have all come to nothing.” 

“You’re beginning to bore me,” Whalen said, sounding much braver than he 
looked. 

“Oh, you find me boring, do you?” Jabez laughed. “Then let me tell you about 
your foolishness. Let me show you how your plans have failed. Let me explain 
how I will be the greatest wizard in this land and all the other known lands as 
well. Your council of wizards will bow before me.” 

“They will never bow to you,” Whalen said, the anger clear in his voice. 

“Just as you would never bow,” Jabez snapped back. 

Jabez slowly waked down the stairs, holding his staff for support. Once he was 
steady, he swung his staff out, striking the wooden chest. The wood crumbled 
away like dust, replaced by a stone pillar. On top of the pillar was a single stone 
that shimmered with a silver light—an Orion stone. 

Alex touched his pocket, reassuring himself that the other Orion stone was still 
safe in his possession. 

“Yes, uncle, here is the secret that you did not expect,” said Jabez, his eyes 
moving from the stone to Whalen once more. “The Orion stones that you 
thought had been destroyed. You and your foolish council thought the secret of 
their making was lost forever. Yet two of these wonderful stones were given to 
me, and now they will be part of your greatest and final defeat.” 

“The stones may not work the way you wish them to,” Whalen said. “Use 
them if you will; they will do you little good.” 

“T thought that’s what you would say.” Jabez laughed. 

He picked up the shimmering stone and walked closer to Whalen. He held the 
glowing stone tightly in his hand, and then pressed it against Whalen’s chest, 
right over his heart. 

Whalen screamed, his eyes clenched tight. 

Alex stepped forward, his hand on the axe at his belt, but again, he had to 
force himself to stop and wait. 


Jabez had a cruel smile on his face as he pushed the stone harder against 
Whalen’s chest. A bright white light surrounded the two wizards and the Orion 
stone. Slowly, the light began to be absorbed by the stone until it was gone. 

Whalen slumped to the ground with a groan. Jabez lifted the stone high in the 
air. It now glowed with an inner golden light. 

“Now you are powerless. This stone holds your magic—magic that will soon 
be mine.” 

“My magic will never be yours,” said Whalen, weak but still defiant. 

“Oh, but it will,” Jabez replied, a hungry look on his face. “I know how the 
stones work as well as you do, uncle. I know that once you are dead I will be 
able to absorb all the magical power this stone holds.” 

“Then kill me and be done with it,” Whalen snapped. 

“Kill you? Oh, it won’t be as quick and easy as that,” Jabez said. “First I must 
show you how foolish you’ve been. Before you die you will hear how your 
warrior was destroyed, how your well laid plans have come to nothing.” 

“T don’t believe you,” Whalen said, his voice sounding desperate. 

“Oh, but you will believe,” Jabez answered. 

Alex moved slowly and quietly to stand just behind Whalen. 

“I knew you’d deny everything,” Jabez said, moving closer. “You never admit 
your mistakes, do you? Bringing the sea elves into the battle—a minor 
inconvenience. Sending your young warrior to try and kill me—foolishness.” 

“T don’t know what you’re talking about,” Whalen answered. 

“Lies!” Jabez yelled, swinging his staff and hitting Whalen in the stomach. 
“Lies and deceit from the most honest of all wizards!” 

Alex had to stop himself from reaching out to catch Whalen, had to stop 
himself from taking the invisible axe at his side and attacking Jabez on the spot. 
He didn’t know why he had to wait, but he knew there was a reason to wait. 
Some reason that was more important than his own desire to destroy the evil 
wizard in front of him. 

“T suppose you didn’t send the warrior,” Jabez said, pacing back and forth in 
front of Whalen. “Yes, your young adventurer friend was here. He foolishly used 
a regular blade against me, and not the Axe of Sundering.” 

Jabez turned and climbed back to the stone throne, bending over to pick up 
something from behind the giant chair. “Here is the proof of your failure,” said 
Jabez, turning to face Whalen once more. “Your warrior has caused me a great 
deal of pain, as you can tell, but it cost him his life.” 

Jabez threw a blackened sword and a badly burnt magic bag down on the floor 
in front of Whalen. They were the items Alex had created to go with the false 
image of himself, and he was more than a little pleased that Jabez believed they 


were real. 

“Your mighty warrior ran into a little pet of mine,” Jabez said, sounding 
almost gleeful. “So you see, uncle, all of your plans have come—and will come 
—to nothing.” 

When Alex saw the pained and troubled look on Whalen’s face, he realized 
that part of Whalen believed what Jabez was saying. Unable to stop himself, he 
reached out and touched Whalen’s shoulder. Leaning close, and in a whisper that 
only Whalen could possibly hear, he spoke. 

“T am here.” 

Whalen looked surprised for a moment, but Jabez took the look as one of 
defeat. He laughed at Whalen, who was still kneeling in front of him. 

Alex thought fast, trying to find a way to free Whalen and at the same time 
destroy Jabez. His thoughts returned to what Whalen had told him about the 
Orion stones and about how they were used to steal another wizard’s magic. 
What was it that Whalen had told him? 

“You’d better be sure I’m dead before you crush the stone holding my power. 
If I’m even barely alive, my powers will return to me, and I will destroy you,” 
Whalen said, rising to his feet. 

Whalen’s words told Alex what he needed to know, the reason why he was 
waiting to attack. 

“Oh, yov’ll be dead,” Jabez said with a wicked grin. “You’ll beg for death 
first, but you will be very dead before I crush the stone.” 

Alex knew what he had to do. He moved without making a sound, stepping 
around Whalen and walking to the pillar where the glowing Orion stone sat. 
With great care, Alex drew the Axe of Sundering from his belt. Carefully he 
positioned the hammer-like back of the axe over the stone. 

“You seem so sure of yourself,” said Whalen. “Even now, you do not realize 
the danger you are in.” 

“Danger?” Jabez asked. “What danger? I’ve captured you and destroyed the 
warrior you sent to try and kill me. My armies are sweeping across Westland, 
and it is only a matter of time before I have destroyed the humans and elves that 
stand against me.” 

Whalen started to laugh as he forced himself to stand straight. He continued to 
laugh as he looked Jabez in the eye. Jabez sunk back into his throne in fear. Even 
when Whalen was powerless and wounded, Jabez was afraid of him. 

“Your evil has reached its end!” Whalen shouted. 

Alex raised the Axe of Sundering over his head, and with all his strength, he 
brought the blunt end of the axe down on the Orion stone. There was a blinding 
flash of red-gold light, followed by a thunderous explosion. Alex staggered back 


a step. The light flowed like water, sweeping over and past Alex. Quickly the 
glowing, water-like magic gathered around Whalen’s body. The wizard 
immediately stood up straighter, strength and light coming back to his face. 

Jabez looked from Whalen to Alex, who brought up the axe, ready to attack 
now that his invisibility spell had been broken. 

“You!” Jabez said in a shocked whisper. “It can’t be. You were destroyed by 
the dragon. This cannot be.” 

“The dragon fire did not touch me,” Alex said, moving toward Jabez. “The 
dragon you keep as a slave did as I asked. Now it is time to repay the dragon’s 
kindness.” 

Jabez jumped to his feet, but stood frozen in fear for a moment, and then 
moved faster than Alex expected. A bolt of lightning shot from Jabez’s staff, 
aimed for Alex’s heart. Alex blocked the bolt with the Axe of Sundering without 
thinking. The lightning bolt bounced off the axe, hitting the ceiling above Alex 
and causing several blocks of stone to fall. Alex stepped to one side so the stones 
did not hit him. He shifted the axe and moved closer to Jabez. 

Jabez lunged forward, his hand reaching out, ready to cast a spell. Alex swung 
his axe, catching the tips of Jabez’s outstretched fingers and slicing them from 
his hand. Jabez pulled his hand away, screaming in pain and anger. A look of 
fear and unspeakable hate crossed his face as he started to work a new spell. 

Alex moved, swinging the axe as he went, but Jabez leaped out of the way. 
Spinning around, Alex continued to follow him, even as he felt Jabez’s spell 
growing around him. Alex’s own magic was working as well, forming a 
protective shield around him as he moved. He swung the axe at Jabez again, 
making a wide spinning move as he did so. Jabez’s magic hit Alex on the 
shoulder as he spun, causing him to rotate further than he’d planned and slam 
into the wall. Jabez was quick to take advantage of Alex’s disorientation. He 
rushed forward with his staff, transforming it into a spear with a flaming tip. 
Alex ducked and rolled away, the spear tip following him as it gouged a line in 
the stone wall. 

Suddenly a magical eagle dove from the ceiling with its claws aimed at 
Jabez’s face. 

Alex looked at Whalen, who was whispering the words to a spell. 

Jabez pulled back, throwing his left arm over his head to protect himself. His 
right hand came up, catching the magical bird by the neck. As the bird vanished, 
Jabez let loose another spell, sending a curse along the magical thread that 
connected Whalen to his creation. 

Alex acted without thinking. His dragon magic caught the thread of Whalen’s 
magic, blocking Jabez’s spell like a bead on a wire. The curse hung in the air, 


and then Alex forced it back along the thread toward Jabez. Alex’s magic 
snapped the thread of Whalen’s magic, and Jabez sent his curse into the wall, 
where it exploded and sprayed the room with bits of stone. 

“I see you are more than just a warrior,” Jabez snarled. 

“Much more,” Alex answered, his voice sounding more like a dragon than a 
man. 

Jabez didn’t wait for Alex to attack. Faster than Alex thought possible, Jabez 
sent a curse at him, a second curse toward Whalen, and a third curse at him 
again. Whalen didn’t move; he didn’t seem to be doing anything at all. Alex, 
however, was more dragon than wizard now. A combination of his wizard magic 
and his dragon magic reached out and caught all three curses at the same time. 
They bounced away from him and from Whalen, speeding back at Jabez, who 
was ready and slapped all three spells back at Alex. 

Alex reacted faster than he normally would have. At the moment he was a 
dragon in a man’s body, and there was no need to think. The curses bounced 
back and forth between Jabez and himself, moving faster and faster as they went. 
Alex acted on instinct, and he added a fourth and then a fifth spell to the deadly 
game. 

“Enough!” Jabez screamed in frustration. 

Jabez threw himself to the side, and all five spells slammed into the wall 
behind him, exploding like a bomb and shaking the entire castle. A large section 
of the wall collapsed into the room, filling the air with dust and smoke. Alex 
tried to keep track of where Jabez was, but it was almost impossible. 

“Duck!” Alex’s O’Gash screamed inside his head. “Five feet behind you, two 
to your right.” 

Alex ducked and spun, swinging the Axe of Sundering in a wide arc. Jabez’s 
staff whistled through empty air where Alex’s head had been, but the axe found 
its mark. 

Jabez screamed and staggered backward, his free hand holding a deep gash 
across his stomach. 

Alex closed in on his enemy. Jabez held up his staff to block Alex’s next blow, 
but it did no good against the Axe of Sundering. There was a flash of greenish- 
yellow light as the axe cut Jabez’s staff in two. Jabez looked terrified, as Alex 
moved closer still. 

“You may have won this battle, but we shall win the war,” Jabez yelled, 
throwing what was left of his staff at Alex. “Your victory will cost you dearly. 
I'll take you both with me in defeat, and most of Westland as well.” 

“Do your worst,” Alex answered, raising the axe for a final strike. 

Alex heard Jabez working a spell and he heard Whalen shouting something 


behind him, but he didn’t understand either of them. It was the time to end this 
evil. With all the strength he had, Alex brought down the Axe of Sundering. 
When the silver blade hit Jabez in the chest, Alex saw the shocked, surprised 
look on Jabez’s face. 

Suddenly, a shimmering halo of light surrounded Jabez’s body, and Alex saw 
that each thin beam of light was like a thread connected to and stretching out 
behind Jabez. Alex remembered that Whalen had told him that Jabez’s magic 
kept him connected to all the people he had done magic for, tying his life force 
to theirs down through the generations. 

One by one, the threads of light snapped, each one vanishing with a small 
popping sound. The ends of the threads still connected to Jabez turned from gold 
to black and then were absorbed back into Jabez’s body. The links to Jabez’s 
victims were broken. The Axe of Sundering had done its work. 

Alex pulled the axe free of Jabez’s body, which crumpled into a heap of ash on 
the ground. Alex turned to check on Whalen, but he never completed his turn. 

A wave of darkness covered him, and a thundering pain washed through his 
head. For a moment Alex thought that the castle of Conmar had collapsed on 
him, as pain beyond any he had ever known surged though his body. He felt the 
Axe of Sundering slip from his hand, felt the cold stone floor beneath him as he 
fell, and then everything went black. 


(CHAPTER JWENTY-[WO 


A PRISON OF [CE 


| re 


“Alexander Taylor,” a weak, fearful sounding voice said. “I didn’t think to see 
you again so soon, and I’m sure you didn’t think you’d see me.” 

Alex could feel the cold stone floor under him, and he pushed himself up and 
carefully shook his head. His ears felt like they had been stuffed with cotton, and 
his mouth was dry. Everything he could see was in shadow except for a single 
beam of light coming from a window high above him. The light hit the edge of 
the Axe of Sundering, making it shine in the darkness. 

Alex looked around to see who had spoken to him, but as far as he could tell, 
he was alone. 

“Who... who are you?” he asked. 

The weak voice gave a nervous giggle that was quickly cut off. 

Alex picked up the axe, and with some difficulty got to his feet. 

“Where am I?” he demanded. 

“Where you belong,” the voice hissed back at him. “In prison.” 

A shadow moved away from the far wall and limped toward him. It waved its 
arm, and the light from the window flared white. Alex shielded his eyes from the 
sudden brightness. As his eyes adjusted he looked around, trying to find 
answers. 

Three of the walls around him were smooth, made of stone, and had a strange 
pearl-like color, but the fourth wall was made of gray-black bars. On the other 
side of the bars stood a man who Alex recognized now that he’d moved into the 
light. He was an old man with gray hair, wearing a long black robe that reached 
to the ground. 

“Magnus,” Alex said. “I’m surprised the Brotherhood didn’t get rid of you 
after your failure in Nezza.” 

Another fearful giggle escaped the old man. 

“The Brotherhood protects its own. I have been waiting for this day since we 
last met, Master Taylor.” He sneered the word, making it sound like an insult. 

“T defeated you once before, and I will defeat you again. You and the 
Brotherhood.” 

“The Brotherhood is more powerful than you can possibly imagine. Do you 


honestly believe that you—alone—can do what no one else has been able to do 
in more than two thousand years?” 

Alex gripped the handle of the Axe of Sundering more tightly. 

“Tf I have to.” 

“So brave, so proud, and so foolish.” Magnus took step toward Alex’s cell, 
and Alex saw that Magnus’s left leg and foot were made out of the same grey- 
black metal as the bars of his cell. 

“T see you’ve recovered from your injury,” Alex said, nodding toward 
Magnus’s leg. 

“This? Oh, yes. A gift from my master, Gaylan. Forged by magic and stronger 
than true silver. The same magical metal makes up the bars of your cell—and the 
walls .. . well, Pl let you find out about the walls on your own.” 

“How did I get here?” Alex asked. 

“Jabez was connected to many magical people. At one time he was a member 
of the Brotherhood. We’ve been keeping a close eye on Jabez since he turned 
traitor. When you managed to break his magical connections with the Axe of 
Sundering, we knew exactly what was happening and where we could find you. 
Gaylan opened a portal, and we brought you and Whalen Vankin here. Just as 
our master planned.” 

“Tt was a trap?” Alex asked. 

Magnus shook his head. “No, it was an opportunity. One we had hoped for, 
planned for, and then seized when the moment arrived.” 

“What do you want, then?” Alex asked. 

Magnus lifted his shoulder in a small shrug. “You must have figured that out 
by now. You’ve seen what the Brotherhood has been working toward. Surely you 
are not blind.” 

“You want to control the known lands,” Alex said quietly. “You want power.” 

“We already have power,” Magnus answered, laughing at Alex’s answer. “Far 
more power than you dare guess. Now we will reach beyond the known lands, 
and you will help us achieve our goals. With you and your pretty little axe, we 
have the final pieces we need to win a complete victory.” 

“Whatever it is you’re planning,” Alex said, “I will stop you.” 

Magnus lifted his eyebrows. “How?” 

Alex let loose his magic, sending a spell of destruction at Magnus and the bars 
that stood between them. The spell raced forward, but it never got even as far as 
the cell bars. The magic turned, divided, and melted into the stone walls and 
ceiling of his cell. Magnus stood, smiling wickedly at Alex, completely unafraid. 

“Excellent,” Magnus said. “Now you learn the real power of your cell. The 
walls are made as the Orion stones were made. Your magic is now locked into 


these walls, and slowly, so very slowly, every drop of your magic will be sucked 
away.” 

“You will never take my power!” Alex shouted, as he rushed forward and 
grabbed the bars of his cell. The bars burned his hands as if they were red hot, 
and he jerked back in pain. 

Magnus laughed. “Looks like you need some time to cool off and consider 
things. Save what little strength you can, wizard. Gaylan will be along shortly, 
and if you play your part in our plans, he might just let you live.” 

Magnus waved his arm again and the prison fell back into shadow. When 
Alex’s eyes had adjusted to the darkness, Magnus was gone. 

Alex sat down on the cot that was at the back of his cell. He’d let the Axe of 
Sundering fall when he’d rushed the bars, and it lay on the floor in front of him. 
The weak light that filtered into the room made the axe appear to glow. Alex 
flexed his burned hands, trying to get rid of the pain. The heat from the bars 
hadn’t done any real damage to his hands, but it hurt all the same. 

Leaning back against the wall, he took a good look at his surroundings for the 
first time. There was nothing there to help him, or at least nothing he could see. 
The axe might help, but Magnus had said the gray-black bars were stronger than 
true silver, and Alex wasn’t sure if he dared damaging the axe on them. He could 
actually feel his magic slipping slowly away and there was nothing he could do 
about it. A way out was what he needed, but all that he could think was Where is 
Whalen? Magnus had said that the Brotherhood had brought both Alex and 
Whalen here. He had to be close. Alex reached out with his magic to see if he 
could find Whalen, but the walls of his cell absorbed everything. He shouted for 
Whalen and thought he might have heard a weak groaning nearby, but he 
couldn’t be sure. He slumped against the wall, his mind racing, trying to make 
sense of what had happened and seeking a way to escape. 

None of his thoughts gave Alex much hope, and slowly his mind slipped into a 
dark blankness, where no clear thinking could take place. 
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“All is not lost,” Alex’s O’Gash reassured him. “There is always a way out, 
even if you don t see it at first.” 

The stone felt cold behind Alex’s back, slowly leaching away his body heat. 
The tips of his fingers and toes began to tingle. 

Alex hated waiting. He would much rather be doing something—anything— 
than sitting and waiting for someone else to make the first move. He forced 
himself to his feet and began to pace around the small cell. The motion helped 
bring warmth back to his hands and feet, and it was only then that he realized 


how cold the entire cell had become. He exhaled, surprised to see his breath 
cloud in front of his face. 

The shimmering bars appeared to have been coated with a layer of frost, and 
the stone walls were as slick as ice. 

What was happening? Was it a trick of the Brotherhood? An attack of some 
kind? 

Alex increased his pacing, hoping the extra movement would help keep the 
cold at bay, but the temperature was dropping too fast. The floor grew slippery 
under his feet, and the air around him crystalized into small snowflakes. 

He moved to stand as close to the bars as he could. Ice had begun to build up 
between the bars, nearly closing in the one open wall to his cell. 

“Whalen!” Alex called, his voice shaking with the cold. “Whalen, where are 
you?” 

Alex knew that if he didn’t do something fast, he would freeze to death. 

Magnus had told him to “cool off’—he must have cast a spell. But how did 
you fight cold? 

With heat, Alex thought. 

He returned to the cot and held his hand over the bare mattress. “Inferno,” he 
said, remembering the first spell he had ever learned. 

Nothing happened. 

Alex’s heart dropped. It was the simplest spell he knew, one that required the 
least amount of magic. And if he couldn’t even make that one work, what hope 
did he have to work any other kind of magic? 

“The magic is still inside you,” Alex’s O’Gash said. “Even if you can‘ feel it 
or access it. It is a part of you.” 

Alex folded his outstretched hand into a fist. His O’Gash was right. His magic 
wasn’t something that could be taken away by someone else. It was a part of him 
as much as his bones or his blood or his mind. It was part of what made him who 
he was. Alex picked up the Axe of Sundering, placed the head of it on the 
ground between his feet, and gripped the handle with both hands. If the axe 
could be used to sever connections to magic, maybe it could also be used to 
make connections to magic. 

Alex closed his eyes and turned his thoughts inward, searching for that spark 
of magic that no spell or wizard or member of the Brotherhood could extinguish. 

He remembered the fire of excitement he’d felt when he’d first seen the sign in 
Mr. Clutter’s shop, calling him on an adventure. 

He remembered the blaze of anticipation when he’d been measured for his 
weapons and learned he could be a warrior and a wizard. 

He remembered the heat that emanated off Slathbog’s body when Alex looked 


the dragon in the eye. 

He remembered the magical fire that filled him when he wielded Moon Slayer 
in battle, the burning sands of Nezza under his feet, the heat of dwarven forges, 
and the purifying beauty of the Oracle of the White Tower. 

He concentrated on those memories, reliving them one by one, until the handle 
of the axe grew warm beneath his hands. 

He pushed further into his mind. He remembered the intensity of his emotions: 
his anger at facing down enemies who threatened the innocent people he tried to 
protect; his determination to uphold his honor, no matter the situation; his belief 
that good would always overcome evil. 

He grit his teeth and reached for his deepest self, his truest self. 

Dragonfire roared to life inside of him. Visions of the dragons he’d met filled 
his mind, Salinor leading the way, and he remembered that he was also a dragon. 

My brother, Salinor said in his mind. 

Alex’s body trembled with the force traveling through it. Heat poured off of 
him in waves, driving back the cold that had threatened to overwhelm him. The 
magic he had sought rushed back into him, filling him completely. 

He would never let it go again. 

He would never let the Brotherhood defeat him. 

Alex opened his eyes. Steam rose from the floor where the axe rested. The 
weapon glowed with a bright silver-blue light. Alex braced himself, then lifted 
the blazing Axe of Sundering up, swinging it over his shoulder. He took two 
steps toward the frozen bars and, with a roar that began deep in his belly, Alex 
brought the axe around with all his strength. 

The white-hot blade cut through the magical metal bars as if they were made 
of wax, the ice melting at the axe’s fiery touch. 

Quickly, Alex carved a hole large enough for him to walk through. Once freed 
from his prison, he moved swiftly down a long hallway. There was only one 
other cell door, and when he looked inside, he saw his friend. With three quick 
strokes of the Axe, Alex was inside the cell and by Whalen’s side. 

Whalen’s prison wasn’t cold like Alex’s had been, but Whalen remained 
motionless. The only clue that he was still alive was that his chest was barely 
rising and falling. 

“Whalen,” Alex whispered. “Wake up.” He reached out and touched the 
wizard’s shoulder. 

The moment Alex made contact, Whalen sat upright on the cot, eyes wide 
open, gasping for breath. 

Alex took a step back in surprise. 

Whalen turned to him. “Alex? What are you doing here?” He looked around in 


confusion. “Where are we?” 

“In the grip of the Brotherhood,” Alex answered. “But not for long. Can you 
walk?” 

“T think so.” Whalen stood up with Alex’s help, and then squinted and held his 
hand in front of his eyes to block out the light shining from the Axe of 
Sundering. “How are you doing that?” 

“TIl explain later,” Alex said. “We have to go. Now.” 

Alex slung Whalen’s arm over his shoulder and helped the old wizard from the 
prison cell. Together they stumbled down the hallway, past a dozen other cells— 
all empty—and through a dark wooden door. They emerged into what appeared 
to be the common area of the Golden Swan back in Telous. 

Alex stumbled to a stop in surprise. He helped Whalen sit down at a nearby 
table before he took a closer look at the room they had entered. 

The room was nearly an exact replica of the building he knew so well. Tables 
and chairs were placed around the room, though in the real Golden Swan they 
would be filled with adventurers gathering to talk and drink. Here, there was no 
one but Alex and Whalen. The room even had the same white walls, large 
windows, and emerald trim around the shutters—but instead of the image of a 
swan with emerald eyes hanging over the back bar there was a creature with 
three heads and six arms and a jaw opened wide as if to devour everything in its 
path. 

Alex felt a chill run down his spine at the sight of it. 

“The Gezbeth,” Whalen said, his eyes fixed on the image of the creature. “The 
symbol of the Brotherhood. It is as I feared.” 

“What is it?” Alex asked. 

“T fear we have arrived at the headquarters of the Brotherhood itself. We are in 
the very belly of the beast, Alex.” Whalen’s voice was low. He tapped his fingers 
on the table and frowned. “Something’s wrong. I don’t feel like myself.” Whalen 
closed his eyes for a moment, and when he opened them again, his face was 
gray. “It’s impossible,” he whispered. “My magic...” He opened and closed his 
hands as if he could grasp something that had already been taken away. “I felt it 
return to me when you broke the Orion stone, but now . . . the Brotherhood. . . . 
They haven’t taken my magic, but they have blocked me from using it.” 

“They did that to me as well,” Alex said. “Or they tried to, at least.” 

Whalen nodded to the Axe of Sundering Alex had slipped into his belt. It was 
still bright, but not blazing like the sun. “You broke the spell? How?” 

Alex rested his hand on the top of the axe. “I am Alexander Taylor, adventurer, 
wizard, and dragon lord.” He smiled at Whalen. “And you trained me well.” 

Whalen offered him a weak smile. “I am not sure how much I had to do with 


it.” 

“Nonsense. You have been an amazing teacher—and friend.” Alex sat in the 
chair opposite Whalen. “What is our next step? What do we do now?” 

“I believe I can answer that,” a voice said from behind them. 

Alex and Whalen both turned. Alex half-rose from his seat, his hand on the 
axe at his side. 

A man stood at the doorway. He was tall, and might have been considered 
handsome if not for the scar that ran down nearly the entire left side of his face. 
The wound bisected his left eye, leaving it milky white and cold. His right eye 
was dark and filled with cunning. He met Alex’s gaze with a smile. 

“Gaylan,” Alex said. He had seen the man’s face before in a vision. “Head of 
the Brotherhood.” 
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Gaylan bowed. “I am pleased to finally make your acquaintance, Master 
Taylor. Master Vankin.” Magnus stood behind Gaylan, his hands tucked into his 
robes, a cruel smile on his face. 

“What do you want?” Alex demanded. “Why have you brought us here?” 

“Rest easy, Master Taylor,” Gaylan said. “I want nothing more than to talk. 
For now.” He strolled into the room, his black robes sweeping over the tops of 
his boots. Magnus trailed behind him like a dog. “I have wanted to talk to you 
for some time, now, so I was quite pleased when Magnus told me you both were 
in the dungeons below. I was less pleased when I ventured downstairs to find 
you both gone.” He flicked his hand in the air and Magnus stopped immediately. 
“Magnus here assured me his spell would keep you contained, but, well. . . 
clearly he was mistaken.” Gaylan dropped his hand back to his side, and Magnus 
crumpled at the same time. He hit the floor with a thud, blood dribbling from his 
nose. 

“Master, please,” he begged. “I—” 

Gaylan made another gesture, and Magnus’s words choked off into silence. A 
horrified expression crossed his face, and he put his hands to his throat as if he 
could force his words to emerge. 

“T am not interested in your excuses,” Gaylan said to Magnus. “Nor your 
failures.” 

Alex could feel the power radiating off Gaylan. He had faced many powerful 
creatures and wizards in the past, but Gaylan was something more. An aura of 
age and assurance surrounded him. Alex suspected Gaylan had not been defied 
by anyone in a long time. 

Gaylan reached the table where Alex and Whalen were and sat down. “Please, 
gentlemen. Let us be civilized while we still can.” 

Alex returned to his seat, slowly moving his hand away from the axe at his 
belt. Whalen looked between Alex and Gaylan with a worried expression on his 
face. 

“Now, I believe your question was regarding your next step, yes?” Gaylan 
asked. He placed his hands flat on the table. They were strong hands, but 


unscarred. Alex wondered if Gaylan had ever handled a weapon before, been in 
battle, or if he had always relied on his magic to do the work for him. If so, then 
perhaps Alex could use that to his advantage. 

“T’m thinking my next step is going to be to kill you,” Alex said. 

“Then you would fail,” Gaylan snapped. His gaze locked on to Alex and 
didn’t let him go. After a moment of tense silence, Gaylan’s face relaxed into a 
smile, though the expression didn’t reach his one good eye. “I suspect that would 
be a new experience for you, am I right, Master Taylor?” 

“What do you mean?” Alex asked. 

“T mean that considering all the adventures you have been on, you very rarely 
have faced a challenge that has defeated you.” 

“I worked hard—” Alex began. 

“—_and you found much success, yes, I know. But I believe one can take the 
measure of a man by examining his failures more than his successes.” 

“T thought you weren’t interested in hearing about failures,” Alex said. 

Gaylan waved away Alex’s words. “I’m not interested in his ”—he pointed to 
Magnus, still silently quivering on the floor—“but I am very interested in yours. 
Not only have you failed to stop the Brotherhood on multiple occasions, but you 
still fail to understand what is truly going on here.” He shook his head. “Did you 
really think that these adventures of yours had no other purpose except to 
provide you with the opportunity to defeat monsters, gather treasure, and uphold 
some silly notion about honor?” 

“Do not joke about honor—” Alex began, hotly. 

Gaylan laughed. “And there is that temper I’ve heard so much about. I 
wondered when it would appear.” 

Alex clenched his jaw and tried to get his anger back under control. He needed 
to stay calm and level-headed. He could see that this battle with Gaylan would 
be won with words and not weapons, at least not yet. 

“Honor is more important than treasure,” Alex said, quoting one of the first 
truths he had learned about in the Adventurers Handbook . 

“No, power is more important than treasure.” The scar along Gaylan’s face 
twisted as he spat out the words. “I would think that you, of all people, would 
understand that. But once again, you have failed.” 

Alex opened his mouth, but Whalen put his hand on his arm and spoke 
instead. “You know we are powerful—we escaped from your prison. And we 
know you are powerful—we saw what you did to Magnus. You wanted to speak 
like civilized gentlemen, Gaylan, so dispense with the games.” 

“Master Vankin, I am surprised that you would lie to me.” Gaylan clucked 
deep in his throat. “Claiming to be part of a we when we all know that you are 


blocked from accessing your magic. You are useless. And you did not escape 
from my prison.” He pointed at Alex. “He did. He is the one who managed to 
summon his magic despite the wards placed on the cell and the spells that should 
have entrapped him. How did you do that, by the way? I’m honestly curious.” 

Alex kept his mouth shut. 

“Ah, I see... silence is to be your strategy,” Gaylan said. He leaned back in 
his chair. “A wise move. Very well. Then, if you would please follow me.” 

Gaylan stood up from the table and walked toward the tall windows along the 
far wall. He didn’t look back, as if he expected Alex and Whalen to follow 
without question. 

Alex glanced at Whalen, then, after a moment, they both joined Gaylan at the 
windows. 

Gaylan threw open the shutters and spread his arms wide as if embracing the 
view. 

On the other side of the glass lay a shifting kaleidoscope of colors. It made 
Alex dizzy at first, but the more he looked at it and studied it, he saw that what 
he had thought were just colors and shapes were actually small images of places, 
each one exquisitely detailed. Some places he recognized immediately: Mr. 
Clutter’s shop. The Oracle’s White Tower. The Tower of the Moon. Albrek’s 
Tomb. He also saw images that looked to be bird’s-eye views of Alusia, 
Vargland, Norsland, Thraxon, Nezza, Varlo. Other images flashed before his 
eyes, but they weren’t of places he recognized. 

“The known lands,” Whalen murmured, standing beside Alex. “All of them. 
But how—? Why?” 

“Gateway magic,” Gaylan said. “You have only just begun to discover it, but I 
have had centuries to perfect its use.” He reached out his hand, close enough to 
touch one of the swirling pictures, but he pulled back at the last moment. “One 
touch, and I am instantly transported exactly where I want to go.” 

“That is how you and the other members of the Brotherhood can travel 
through the known lands so quickly,” Whalen said. 

“And without much notice,” Gaylan said. “It’s beautiful. I designed the system 
myself.” 

“Tf only we had known what to look for,” Whalen said, “we might have 
discovered your headquarters earlier.” 

Gaylan laughed. “I very much doubt that.” 

“Why do you say that?” Alex asked. 

“Because this place,” Gaylan gestured to the building they stood in, “does not 
exist anywhere in the known lands. It is impossible to find unless you are a 
sworn member of the Brotherhood.” 


“If it doesn’t exist in the known lands, then where does it exist?” Alex asked. 
Gaylan nodded. “You are finally starting to ask the right kinds of questions, 
Master Taylor. It exists in a place between the known lands. A reality that is next 
door to the worlds that you know. By anchoring this place to the actual Golden 

Swan, I am able to eavesdrop on the adventurers who come and go from that 
place, learn the news of the different lands, keep an eye on my enemies, and 
evaluate who might be beneficial to my plans. You would be amazed at the 
amount of information I have been able to acquire without ever having to step 
foot out of this place.” 

He turned on his heel and headed for the windows on the opposite side of the 
room. He left the shutters open behind him. 

Alex was tempted to grab Whalen’s arm, touch one of the pictures, and escape 
while Gaylan’s back was to him. He had even extended his hand toward Whalen 
when Gaylan spoke without looking around. 

“I wouldn’t do that, if I were you. Seeing as how you’re not part of the 
Brotherhood, the gateway magic would split your soul into tiny fragments and 
scatter them to the winds. You would be lost before you ever arrived at your 
chosen destination.” 

Alex and Whalen exchanged a look. Alex lowered his hand. 

“Now this,” Gaylan said, “this is my favorite view of all.” 

This time when he opened the shutters, he did so reverently, as if what was on 
the other side was something so precious that it required the utmost protection. 

Alex approached cautiously. The view was remarkably unimpressive. The 
perspective was as if they were standing on a hill, and the land that spread out 
behind the window was barren of life, the sand a soft gray color. Nothing moved. 
Alex could imagine the silence from that place seeping through the window and 
into the room. 

He took a step closer. In the distance, though, was something that Alex 
thought he recognized: a low stone wall stretching from horizon to horizon. 

“A wall?” he whispered. 

“The wall,” Gaylan corrected. “The wall between life and death. I believe 
you’ve been there a time or two yourself.” 

Alex swallowed. “You created a gateway portal to the wall ?” He didn’t want 
to believe it. He couldn’t. “You’re insane.” 

“T’m a visionary,” Gaylan said. “I did not rise to be the head of the 
Brotherhood by having small aspirations.” 

“Traveling to the wall like this . . .” Alex shook his head. Every bone in his 
body screamed in protest at what he was seeing. “It is an abomination.” 

“Which is why I’ve never done it,” Gaylan said. 


“What?” Alex turned to look at him in surprise. 

“Oh, the portal isn’t for me to travel there. It is for someone there to travel 
here. ” Gaylan’s smile stretched across his face, pulling his scar out of 
alignment. A strange silvery sheen appeared in his blind left eye. 

“But the amount of magic it would take to make that possible . . .” Whalen 
shook his head. “It is beyond the ability of any one man.” 

“Precisely,” Gaylan said, carefully closing the shutters. 

Alex breathed a sigh of relief at not having to see the gray lands and the wall. 
He remembered all too well the pull of the wall, the desire he had to cross over 
into the shadowlands. He would have been lost there once had his elf friend 
Calysto not pulled him back. 

“Where did you get the power?” Whalen asked quietly, not looking at Gaylan. 
“How are you harnessing it?” 

Gaylan regarded Whalen for a long moment, then turned his attention to Alex. 
“What do you think our purpose is? The Brotherhood, I mean.” 

“To sow unrest in the known lands. To wage war and rule over them,” Alex 
answered. He and Whalen had spoken many times about their theories regarding 
the Brotherhood. 

Gaylan shook his head. “Again, you disappoint me, Master Taylor. Such 
narrow vision. Such small goals.” He sighed. “Yes, controlling the known lands 
is important—even necessary—and the power we gain from that is certainly 
worthy of our time. But our goals in the known lands are not merely to sow 
unrest. We are looking for very special people to help with our very special 
project.” He nodded toward the closed shutters behind him. 

“Wizards,” Alex guessed. 

“Not just wizards, though they are high on our list. We search for magical 
people of all kinds, of all abilities and talents. We find them, we bring them here, 
and we, well, persuade them to relinquish their magic to us.” 

“The Orion stones,” Alex said, feeling numb. “You were using the Orion 
stones.” 

“They really were quite handy,” Gaylan said. “When Jabez stole them from 
me, it slowed us down considerably.” 

“He stole them from you?” Alex asked. 

“Jabez had once been my most faithful servant,” Gaylan said. “I trusted him 
like my own son.” He stopped and then looked at Whalen. “Oh, but then he was 
originally your family, was he not? I should have known that he’d one day turn 
on me just as he turned on you. It seems neither of us could teach him the 
concept of loyalty.” Gaylan reached out and gripped Alex’s shoulder. “I must 
thank you for killing him.” 


Alex knocked away Gaylan’s hand. “I didn’t kill him for you.” 

“Are you sure about that?” 

“What are you saying?” Whalen asked. His face had gone pale. 

“You and Jabez were linked, mentally, because you were both wizards. But for 
many years, he hid himself from you. And then one day, that link was restored 
and you began to realize how evil he had truly become. It was almost as if he 
was challenging you to come find him. Does any of this sound familiar?” 

It did to Alex. Whalen had told him those same details in what seemed another 
lifetime. 

“That was you?” Whalen asked. 

Gaylan smiled coldly. “Again you failed to properly estimate my powers. By 
then, Jabez had stolen the Orion stones and had hidden the Axe of Sundering 
from me. I needed them back. I didn’t have time to do it myself, so I enlisted 
your help.” He gestured to Alex and Whalen. “However unwittingly it was 
offered. And now I have everything I need to complete my spell and split open 
the wall.” 

“You’re going to destroy the wall?” Alex asked in disbelief. 

“Of course. The Axe of Sundering is the only object powerful enough to break 
the barrier between life and death. And the wall must be split asunder. How else 
will my true master finally return from beyond the shadowlands and assume 
control of all lands—known and unknown? How else will those of the 
Brotherhood achieve the immortality we were promised?” 

“You’re wrong, Gaylan,” Alex said. “The Orion stones were destroyed along 
with Jabez, and the Axe has chosen me as its master. It will not work for you.” 

“But it will work for you, ” he said. “And that is all I need. Well, that, and the 
impressive amount of magic you can wield even when pitted against my own. 
I’m looking forward to adding your power to mine. And once I have your power, 
the Axe of Sundering will obey my command.” He reached out his hand. A dark 
black shadow gathered around his fingers. Small flashes of lightning streaked 
through the blackness. “Now, this will not hurt at all.” 

At the last moment, Whalen roared and pushed Alex out of the way. Alex hit 
the ground hard. He felt something in his side snap, and an intense pain shot 
through his chest. 

Gaylan’s hand, already so close to Alex’s forehead, touched Whalen’s head 
instead. 

Whalen screamed and the blackness spread down over his body, covering him 
completely. A flash of lightning lit up the room, temporarily blinding Alex. 
When he could see again, there was only a black smudge on the floor where the 
wizard had been. 


Whalen was gone. 
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BEYOND THE \Y/ALL 


Gaylan cursed. 


“Where is he?” Alex gasped. He tried to get to his feet, but the pain in his side 
kept him on his knees. “What did you do to Whalen?” 

Gaylan clenched his jaw in anger. “The old fool. The spell is intended to 
absorb magical power, but if there is no power to absorb—or if the magic is 
blocked—then the spell kills. He is beyond my reach now.” 

Alex’s blood ran cold. “You killed him? He’s dead?” He couldn’t imagine a 
world without Whalen Vankin. It was impossible. 

Gaylan shrugged. “His selfless act to save you is merely a minor setback to 
my plan. I still have you—and the axe.” He turned toward Alex and flexed his 
fingers again. 

Alex’s breath pulled at the pain in his side. Sweat ran down his face. He 
couldn’t let Gaylan touch him. “My power is my own. No one will ever take it 
from me.” He scrabbled away from Gaylan, crawling along the floor. 

Alex needed his magic, his broken ribs were slowing him down too much, but 
the moment he turned his thoughts inward, he heard a clear sound, like the 
tolling of a bell, and Whalen’s voice ringing out, repeating the same two words 
over and over. 

Find me. Find me. 

Alex gripped the axe at his belt, and the contact with the magical weapon only 
seemed to strengthen the connection. The sound of Whalen’s voice rumbled 
through Alex’s mind and body. 

Gaylan continued to advance toward Alex, unstoppable as the tide. 

Whalen? Alex asked in his mind. Where are you? 

I’m here. I’m here. 

The sound seemed to occupy a physical presence inside Alex’s mind. He 
looked up at Gaylan’s scarred and cruel face, but what he saw was an image of a 
single golden thread shimmering in the air. Alex realized that his connection to 
Whalen was still intact, master to apprentice. 

The back of Alex’s head hit the wall. He had crawled across the floor to the 
other side of the room, trying to get away, but now there was nowhere for him to 


go. He was trapped. 

Gaylan crouched at Alex’s side. His long fingers rested on his knees. “You 
should be honored, you know,” he said. “Not everyone is offered such an 
opportunity to serve the Brotherhood.” 

“I will never serve you,” Alex spat out between clenched teeth. “I’d die first.” 

Gaylan raised his eyebrows. “If you insist . . .” He lifted his hand and smiled. 

Alex’s eyes darted between the dark shadow gathering around Gaylan’s hand 
and the golden thread that only he could see. He knew his link to Whalen was 
mental, but perhaps, with some effort, it could be physical as well. He didn’t 
know if it would work, but he had to try. He would only have one chance to get 
it right. If he missed, and Gaylan didn’t, then Alex’s power would be drained and 
the Axe would be used in the service of the darkest evil Alex could imagine. 

He took a deep breath, hissing at the pain in his side, and concentrated all his 
magic and power and will into a single point—the end of the golden thread. 

Hold on, Whalen. He sent his thoughts ahead of him. I am coming. 

Then he grabbed the golden thread and held on. 

He felt a sudden lurch deep in his belly, and his breath was knocked out of his 
lungs. His bones burned and his blood began to boil. He screamed, but he 
couldn’t hear himself scream. 

Alex opened his eyes in time to see the confused look on Gaylan’s face. 
Gaylan’s hand had not yet reached Alex’s skin. 

Alex? Whalen’s voice reached him one last time. Alex! 

He held on as the golden thread pulled him away from Gaylan and everything 
around him disappeared. 
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Alex woke in darkness. He knew that he was awake because of the pain. It felt 
as if he’d fallen down a long flight of stairs, hitting every step on his way down. 
He tried to sit up but the pain was too much, and he slumped back to the ground 
once more. 

Where am I? he thought. How did I get here? 

Even thinking hurt, but now that the questions had started there was no way to 
stop them. He tried again to get up and failed. All at once his body moved 
without his even thinking about it. He scrambled to his knees, looking around 
wildly. He knew he was trying to find someone, but who? 

“Vankin,” Alex said softly. 

Yes, Whalen Vankin should have been close by, but why? Who was Whalen 
Vankin? Why should he be close? Alex tried and failed to find a face in his mind, 
the face that went with the name Whalen Vankin. His failure troubled him. His 


mind wandered for a time, going completely blank, and then a new question 
came: an important, urgent question that he had to answer. 

Who am I? 

For a moment the question didn’t make sense. He thought about the answer for 
a long time, slowly forming the words in his mind before speaking. 

“I am Alexander Taylor, adventurer, wizard, dragon lord, and...” 

“Say it again,” a voice inside his head demanded. 

“I am Alexander Taylor, adventurer, wizard, dragon lord .. .” 

“Again, louder,” said the voice. 

“T am,” Alex started but stopped as a new pain ripped through his brain. 

“Again,” the voice demanded. 

“I am Alexander Taylor, adventurer, wizard, and dragon .. .” 

“Again, again, again,” the voice screamed over the growing pain. 

“I am Alexander Taylor, adventurer and, and...” 

The words came slower and the pain in his head pounded like a giant hammer 
every time he spoke them. Alex didn’t know why, but he had to keep repeating 
the words. 

“I am Alexander Taylor, adventurer, wizard, dragon... .” 

Each time he said the words the pain grew. It felt like pieces of his brain were 
being torn away, and he put his hands on his head to try and protect himself from 
the pain. He continued to try to say the words, all of the words, but with each 
attempt he knew that something was forgotten, something was lost. 

“I am Alexander Taylor . .. I am Alexander . . . I am Alex...[am...” 

His mouth continued to move but there was no more sound coming out. The 
pain was so bad that he hardly noticed when he fell back to the ground and 
curled himself into a ball. Darkness closed in around him once more. When he 
woke again all of this would be forgotten, but there would still be one question 
to answer. 
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Out of the darkness came light, and with the light came pain. The pain was 
terrible, but it seemed to be fading. He moved slowly, unsure of himself and 
unsure of everything around him. His eyes felt out of focus, and the small lights 
above him were dim and seemed to be winking off and on. He reached out for 
them, trying to touch them or capture them in his hand, but he could not. His 
pain wasn’t as bad when he put his arms down, and it was easier to breathe as 
well. For a long time, he stood looking up at the little lights, trying to remember 
what they were and why they were there, but he couldn’t remember. 

Eventually he noticed that the strange little lights above him were going out 


and staying out, but things were becoming clearer. He looked around and faced a 
blindingly bright light that appeared from nowhere. It confused and comforted 
him at the same time. He struggled toward this new light, and it grew brighter as 
he moved. He thought he must be getting closer to the light, because it was 
getting warmer. Everything he could see had changed, from darkness to gray and 
then to brilliant colors. The colors all had names, but he couldn’t remember what 
they were. 

Staggering forward, too weak and worn to worry about forgotten names, he 
watched the bright light climb into the sky. It was warm, and it would have filled 
him with hope, but he had forgotten what hope was. All that he knew was he had 
to keep moving, moving to where the light had come from. He tried to think of 
why he needed to move but there was no answer, there was only a desperate 
need to keep going. 

As the light moved higher into the sky he stopped looking at it. He touched his 
side once, trying to force more air into his lungs. The searing pain forced him to 
his knees, and it was a long while before he could get up and move forward once 
more. He avoided touching his side as much as he could after that, holding his 
arm across his chest to prevent it bumping him and bringing back the pain. 

As the bright light was sinking behind him he rested for a moment, looking 
into the bag he was carrying. It was empty, but he felt that there should be 
something there, if only he could remember what it was. This bag was important, 
but he couldn’t remember why. The bag didn’t matter. It was light enough to 
carry, and its straps helped him to keep his arm from bumping his side. 

Times of darkness and light passed almost unnoticed. His only thought was to 
keep moving; moving to where the bright light had first appeared. The dark 
times were worse than when the bright light was above him. There were noises 
in the darkness, noises of things moving around him that he could not see. They 
were like ghosts in his mind, reminding him of things he had forgotten and could 
not remember. 

Finally, after what felt like forever, he reached his end. Unable to struggle 
forward another step, he leaned against a large object that grew out of the 
ground. He was finished, and whatever force had driven him to move forward 
for so long was gone. There was nothing now, nothing but to sit and wait for 
darkness to cover him. Perhaps the darkness would take away his pain, and he 
could finally rest. 


“Are you real?” 
Alex felt someone poke him in the shoulder, pulling him from the dark fog 


that had filled his mind. 

“You are real! How did you get here?” 

Alex blinked and looked around. He was leaning against a stone wall that rose 
up from the ground behind him. In front of him was a vast expanse of rolling 
hills and plains. Crouching next to him was a young man in leather armor, his 
face shadowed by the hood of the cloak he wore. 

“Where am I?” Alex asked. His mouth felt sticky, and his body ached, as if he 
had walked a long way in a short amount of time. 

“You’re beyond the wall,” the man said. 

“The wall?” Alex repeated. 

“Between the living and the dead,” the man said. “Which is impossible 
because I think you’re still alive. How did you manage that?” 

“T’m looking for someone,” Alex managed. The pain in his side was still there, 
but it had lessened to a dull throb instead of a sharp stab. 

“Who?” the man asked. 

“I—I don’t remember,” Alex admitted. “Wait, you said we were beyond the 
wall?” 

The man nodded and extended his hand to help Alex to his feet. “I’ve been 
here a long time, and I’ve seen a lot of people come here. But never anyone like 
you. What’s your name?” 

“J—I don’t remember,” Alex said again. “Who are you?” 

“Zain Blackridge.” He said it as though he expected Alex to have heard of 
him. He pushed back his hood, revealing a young face with blue eyes and blond 
hair. When Alex shook his head, without recognition, Zain’s friendly expression 
hardened a little. 

“T’m sorry,” Alex said. “I’m still trying to get my bearings.” 

Zain folded his arms across his chest and looked Alex up and down. His gaze 
seemed to linger for a brief second on the Axe of Sundering. “You said you were 
looking for someone. Might that someone be a wizard?” 

A memory rushed into Alex’s mind. “Yes! A wizard. Exactly.” But he still 
couldn’t conjure up a face to go with the memory. Was the wizard young, old? 
He didn’t know. He just felt that he would recognize him when he saw him. 

“T suspected as much,” Zain said. “He must be someone pretty important—and 
powerful—to have you come looking for him in the shadowlands.” 

“He’s the most powerful wizard who ever lived,” Alex said without thinking. 

The friendly smile returned to Zain’s face. “That’s good to know. Can I ask— 
what are your plans? For when you find him?” 

“T need to help him,” Alex said. “I came here to help him. To bring him back, 
if I can.” 


Zain’s smile grew. “You sound like a good friend to have when trouble shows 


up.” 

Alex’s memory was still shattered, but it felt like a voice was murmuring to 
him, low, in the back of his mind, and urging caution. Perhaps even distrust. 

“You know, since I know this place probably better than anyone else, I could 
help you look for your friend,” Zain said. 

“Be careful,” the voice in Alex’s head said again. It sounded familiar, but 
Alex didn’t know from where. 

“How long have you been here?” Alex asked. 

Zain shrugged. “Longer than I would have liked. When we find your friend, 
maybe you could help me too?” 

“Help you? How?” Alex took a step back from Zain. 

Zain licked his lips and looked down at the axe. “You know how to use that?” 

Alex touched the axe and hesitated. 

“Can I see it?” Zain stepped closer to Alex. “The workmanship looks 
incredible.” 

A rush of wind blew past Alex, materializing into an old man in worn wizard’s 
robes. “Stop, Alex!” the wizard said. “Step away from him.” 

Alex obeyed without question. Memories flooded his mind like a wildfire 
burning away dry grass. He put his hand to his forehead. “Whalen?” he gasped. 

“Stay out of this, old man,” Zain snarled, all traces of friendliness gone from 
his face. “This is none of your business.” 

“Actually, it is.” Whalen glanced at Alex. “Send him away, Alex. Now 

Alex shook his head. “I don’t know how—” He could feel a well of power 
inside of him, but he couldn’t remember how to use it. 

Whalen took his hand and the golden thread that had connected them once 
before appeared again. “I know the spell. You have the power. Now, banish 
him!” 

Unknown words filled Alex’s mind and he spoke them automatically. The 
power obeyed his command, shooting out of his fingertips like a tornado. It 
swallowed Zain in a cloud of dust and carried him away. 

Whalen released Alex’s hand and pulled him into an embrace. “It’s good to see 
you. I’m glad you got my message. I wasn’t sure it would work. Gaylan didn’t 
touch you, did he?” 

“No, well, I don’t think so. Are you dead?” Alex asked. Whalen felt real, but 
so much in this place was not what it appeared to be. 

“Yes, but it doesn’t matter,” Whalen said. “We don’t have much time. He’ll be 
back soon.” 

“Who was that man? Zain?” 
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“He is the dark wizard Gaylan hopes to free from death. He is the original 
founder of the Brotherhood, and if we don’t stop him, evil will overtake the 
known world.” 

“But he is dead. He cannot cross the wall. Nothing can.” 

“He could if the wall was broken.” Whalen looked at the axe at Alex’s belt. “If 
it was Sundered.” 

Realization dawned on Alex. “This was Gaylan’s plan. To use the Axe so Zain 
could break free of death and return to the land of the living.” 

“Yes,” Whalen said. 

Alex looked at the wall beside him. The top only reached to his waist. Over it, 
he could see the gray lands and the rolling hills that were familiar to him from 
his previous trips to the wall . . . though he had never been on this side of the 
wall before. 

“Zain must not put his hands on the axe,” Whalen said. “The wall must be 
protected. It must remain unbroken.” 

“And the dead must stay on this side of the wall,” Alex whispered. 

Whalen put his hand on Alex’s shoulder. “Yes. I know you want to help me, 
but you cannot bring me back to the land of the living without opening the way 
for Zain to follow. That must never happen. He must stay here.” 

“T can’t leave you here,” Alex said. “You can’t be dead!” 

“Tt is too late for me,” Whalen said. “If I had been able to access my magic, 
perhaps I could have stopped Gaylan another way, but at the time, I didn’t have 
any other choice. Dying to save you was one of the best things I have ever done 
with my life. I am an old man; I have lived a good life. You still have things you 
need to do. Adventures to go on. Knowledge to gain. People to help. Go now. 
Take the Axe far away from here, defeat Gaylan, and never come back here. It is 
the only way.” 

“T won’t leave you,” Alex said. 

“You must.” 

“How am I even supposed to return to the other side of the wall?” Alex asked. 
“Climb over the top? I can’t use the Axe.” 

“No, you must return the same way you arrived. By using your dragon magic.” 

Alex nodded. His memories had returned and he knew the spell that would 
take him back to Gaylan. 

“T am so proud of you, Alex. You are a fierce warrior and a powerful wizard, 
but most of all, you are a good man.” 

Alex embraced Whalen. “Thank you,” he said. “I will never forget you.” 

A gust of wind blew past the two wizards and Alex looked up. Zain had 
returned with a storm of his own. Power rolled off him in waves. Anger had 


turned his blue eyes to ice, and his cloak billowed behind him like a dark 
shadow. 

“Give me the Axe!” Zain thundered. He strode toward Alex, his hand 
outstretched. 

Alex pushed Whalen behind him to protect him. “Never!” Alex shouted back. 

“You dare to deny me, you worthless, pitiful, embarrassing excuse for a 
wizard?” Zain gestured wide with his arm and a bolt of lightning shot out of the 
clear sky and scorched the ground inches in front of Alex’s feet. “You think you 
can defeat me? You can’t kill me—I’m already dead!” 

Alex held his ground. He kept his hand on the Axe, determined to keep it from 
Zain no matter what. 

“We have all the time in the world here,” Zain said. “Eventually, you will 
wither and die of old age, and I will still be as you see me.” Zain circled Alex, 
his footprints lined with fire. “I suppose I could simply wait and then take the 
Axe from your cold corpse, but I’ve never had much use for patience.” 

Alex moved in a circle as well, always keeping his eyes on Zain. 

“T fear I cannot help you,” Whalen murmured to Alex. “Without my power... 
And if I stay here, I know you will try to protect me and that will distract you 
from this battle that you must not lose.” 

“Whalen—” Alex began, but then he felt a gust of wind behind him and knew 
that Whalen had vanished, moving away to a safer place. 

“Do you know how long I have worked and waited for this moment?” Zain 
said. 

“You’ll have to wait even longer,” Alex said. He worked a spell and a ball of 
ice flew from his fingers, heading straight for Zain’s chest. 

Zain’s body suddenly became transparent, like he was a ghost, and the ice flew 
through Zain’s body, crashing against the stone wall and shattering on impact. 

Zain laughed. “As I said: pitiful.” He returned to his more solid form and 
summoned a cloud of green gas that enveloped Alex. “And useless.” 

Alex coughed and gasped as the toxic gas filled his mouth and lungs. His eyes 
burned. He summoned a rain shower and the gas evaporated with a hiss as the 
water washed it away. 

“Better,” Zain said. “What else can you do, I wonder?” 

Alex’s mind raced. Zain was dead, and any weapon or spell he crafted to 
attack his body wouldn’t work; the ice ball had proven that. 

Alex changed tactics. He drew on his magic and created an illusion of himself, 
multiplying copies of himself until there were a dozen identical versions of Alex 
holding a dozen identical versions of the Axe. The illusions raced around Zain in 
a circle, trying to disorient the wizard. When they stopped, Alex had his back to 


the stone wall. He held his breath, hoping that his trick would work. 

Zain shook his head. “As if I could be fooled by something so primitive as an 
illusion spell. The dead can see more clearly than the living. I know exactly 
which one is the real you.” His eyes suddenly glowed red and he swung his arm 
in an overhand throw as if releasing a dagger. But instead of a steel blade, he 
threw a shaft of red light, sharpened to a point. 

It pierced Alex’s shoulder, pinning him to the wall. Alex slumped against the 
shaft of light; it was the only thing holding him upright. The illusions around 
him vanished as if they had never existed. 

Zain dusted his hands together as if wiping away a layer of dirt. “There is 
nothing you can do to stop me, so why don’t you just give me the Axe and all of 
this can be over. You can die and be with your friend Whalen. And I can return 
to claim the power that is rightfully mine.” 

Alex struggled to pull the shaft of light out of his shoulder, but it was wedged 
tightly into the wall. He couldn’t pull it loose. 

Zain stood in front of Alex and smiled. “Gaylan began as my apprentice two 
thousand years ago. You’ve seen his power. You know what he can do. I am far 
older and so much more powerful. You will fail, and I will win. Accept it.” 

Alex released his grip on the shaft of red light and pulled the Axe from his belt 
in nearly the same motion. He held it across his chest, blade glowing with a 
fierce, inner light. Zain was too close for Alex to manage a proper swing, but all 
Alex needed to do was get the edge of the weapon as close to Zain as possible. 

Before Alex could move, Zain lunged forward and wrapped his hands around 
Alex’s wrists. 

Alex struggled to maintain control of the Axe, but Zain had better footing, 
better positioning, and better leverage. Alex was still pinned to the wall. There 
was nowhere he could go. 

Slowly, Zain pushed forward, twisting Alex’s wrists until he feared they might 
break. 

Sweat beaded on Alex’s forehead. He could feel himself losing ground. The 
pain in his side was overwhelming, and with one arm pinned to the wall, he was 
not strong enough. He gritted his teeth and redoubled his efforts. 

Zain bared his teeth in a grimace and leaned more of his weight forward. He 
pushed Alex’s arms up as far as they would go until the Axe was past Alex’s 
chest and head. 

Slowly, so slowly, Zain forced the blade of the Axe of Sundering toward the 
edge of the wall. 

Alex gathered all his strength and roared with one last effort to stop Zain. 

But it wasn’t enough. 


Zain drove the Axe of Sundering into the stones at the top of the wall. 

A tremor ran down the shaft of the axe. The weapon quivered in Alex’s hands, 
and then a blast of white light exploded from the Axe. The earth rumbled 
beneath Alex. Zain took a step back, triumph in his eyes. 

The shaft of red light vanished, and Alex slumped to the ground. He twisted 
on his knees and saw a crack splitting the wall from top to bottom where the Axe 
blade touched the wall. 

“No,” Alex whispered through numb lips. He looked around, hoping to see 
Whalen, hoping there was something he could do to stop what was happening. 

The crack widened and spread as the stones surrounding it began to crumble to 
dust. 

Zain began to laugh madly. 

Out of the corner of his eye, Alex saw a dark cloud began to gather. He 
thought Zain had summoned another storm, but as it drew closer, he saw that the 
darkness was filled with spirits of the dead. They were pushing forward, racing 
forward, each one eager to be the first one through the crack in the wall. 

“No,” Alex shouted, but his voice was lost in the roar of the oncoming wave 
of the dead. “Stop!” 

If the spirits heard him, they ignored him. 

Zain caught Alex’s eye, inclined his head in a nod, and then he stepped 
through the crack in the wall and was gone. 
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Alex groaned. How could he have failed so terribly? He had been rash and 
foolish and angry, and now the wall was broken, Zain was free, and the 
Brotherhood would soon be in complete control of the known lands. This was 
not what he had intended, not what he had promised to do, but everything had 
happened so fast and he had been all alone. On his other adventures, he’d often 
had his friends with him to help him fight the battles or solve the problems. But 
this time the burden sat squarely on his shoulders. 

He rubbed the sweat from his eyes with his good arm. The one that had been 
pierced by the shaft of red light hung limp by his side. He coughed, the motion 
tugging at his broken ribs, and blood filled his mouth. He spat it out and shook 
his head. 

He had failed. There would be no calling back the spirits of the dead. There 
was no way to mend the wall. He had unleashed a terrible fate into the world of 
the living. 

He was not fit to be a warrior or a wizard, and worst of all, he didn’t feel fit to 
claim the title of dragon lord. All his training and experience and knowledge had 
not helped him in the moment when it mattered the most. A single decision—to 
try to use the Axe of Sundering, even knowing the danger it carried—and all the 
good he had done had been turned to evil. 

“T cannot make this right,” he muttered. “I don’t know how.” 

“T have never known you to be a liar, Alex. Not even to yourself,” a deep 
voice said nearby. 

Alex lifted his head and his mouth dropped open in surprise. Salinor stood on 
the other side of the wall, his true-silver scales shining against the softer gray 
landscape behind him. He drew himself up to his full height, towering over Alex, 
who was still crouched by the wall, and snapped open his wings with a sound 
like a thunderclap. 

“Salinor?” Alex asked weakly. “How did you get here? You were hidden away 
on the Isle of Bones.” 

“A dragon may go wherever he is needed, and at this time, I am needed here.” 
He folded his great wings back against his powerful body. He snaked his head 


down to Alex’s eye level. “I am here to help you.” 

“No one can help me,” Alex muttered. “I have failed you. I have failed 
Whalen. I have failed myself. I destroyed the wall!” He pointed at the cracked 
stones around his feet. “I let Zain back into the world.” 

“You know I have no love for Zain or Gaylan or the Brotherhood, but Zain did 
say one thing that was true.” 

“That he will reclaim his power and rule the known lands?” Alex asked 
bitterly. 

“No. That he will never do. Not as long as there is a true-silver dragon 
drawing breath. Never, so long as the guardians remain.” 

“What then? What did he say that was true?” 

“That you can take the measure of a man from his failures better than from his 
successes.” 

Alex gestured to the empty shadowlands around him. “Then take my measure, 
Salinor, because I find I have come up short.” 

Salinor shook his head. “Everyone fails at some point. It is what you do next 
that matters.” 

Alex rubbed his hand through his hair. “There is nothing I can do.” 

Salinor remained silent. The moment stretched out between them. Then he 
said, with a kind curiosity, “Do you truly believe that?” 

Alex bowed his head. He thought back over his adventures. He had defeated 
trolls, bandits, and goblins. He had befriended elves, dwarfs, and oracles. He had 
helped his friends with their problems, sometimes even saving their lives. Even 
when a situation had seemed hopeless, he had always found a solution. He had 
been in dark places before and had always managed to find his way to the light. 

“Ts this really so different?” Salinor asked as if reading Alex’s thoughts. “Your 
adventures—your choices—have led you to become a man of honor. What 
would an honorable man do now?” 

“He would not give up,” Alex said quietly. “No matter what.” 

Salinor nodded solemnly. “Will you give up? Now—when the need is so 
great?” 

Alex reached out to grasp the stone wall. He used it for support as he pulled 
himself to his feet. He was broken and bloody, but he lifted his eyes to meet 
Salinor’s piercing gaze. “No. I will never give up.” 

Salinor threw back his head and roared in triumph. The silver sheen to his 
scales grew brighter and brighter until Alex had to shield his eyes from the glare. 

“Alexander Taylor,” Salinor said, his voice deep and his tone formal, “you 
have proven yourself more than a man. More than a wizard, even more than a 
dragon lord. You are a true-silver dragon and now it is time for you to accept 


your destiny.” 

Alex swayed on his feet, but he forced himself to remain upright. “What must 
I do?” 

“True-silver dragons are guardians—of people, places, ideals. We guard the 
world and protect it from evil in whatever form it takes.” 

“And I am to be one of these guardians? How?” 

“You always had the potential to be a guardian, but it was your choices, your 
successes and your failures, that brought you to this point. At this moment, you 
are a nameless dragon. If you are willing to take your true dragon name and 
accept your role as a guardian, you can mend the wall and set things right.” 

“T can fix my mistake?” Alex asked, hope filling his heart. 

Salinor nodded. “It will not be easy. But yes, it can be done.” 

“Then I accept,” Alex said. “Tell me my dragon name, and I will do whatever 
I must to stop Zain, Gaylan, and the Brotherhood.” 

“T cannot tell you your dragon name,” Salinor said. “You must find it within 
yourself. It is powerful and personal. When you find it, you must keep it a secret 
because those who know your true dragon name would then have some power 
over you.” 

“I understand,” Alex said. He remembered when Salinor had entrusted him 
with his true name and the feeling of power that had swept through him. “How 
will I know when I have found my true name?” 

“You will know,” Salinor said. 

Alex nodded and closed his eyes. He reached deep into himself, looking for 
the path that would lead him to his true dragon name. 





Alex stood on a path that led through a dark wood. He knew he hadn’t really 
gone anywhere, that his body was still standing by the wall between life and 
death, and that what he was seeing was only an illusion, a kind of vision that 
would help him find what he needed. 

Quickly, now, Salinor’s voice said in his head. Stay true. 

Alex stepped forward and the trees around him seemed to draw closer, forcing 
him to stay in the center of the path and narrowing his choices. He walked faster 
until he was almost running. The path rolled out in front of him, leading him 
deeper and deeper into the forest. The tall trunks that lined the path rose up and 
over his head, the branches tangling together and turning it into a tunnel. Still 
Alex pressed on. He could sense the urgency. He needed to find the name. 

He had no other choice but to go forward. He followed the tunnel as it twisted 
and turned until it eventually led him to a small clearing. A bonfire with true- 


silver flames burned in the center of the clearing. 

Alex stepped forward, his eyes fixed on the fire. He had reached the deepest 
part of himself, a secret and private place. He looked around. The tunnel had 
closed behind him. He was alone in the clearing. A great peace settled over him. 
He couldn’t feel his wounds any more. He had shed his doubts and fears and all 
that was left was a calm confidence that he was doing the right thing. 

“T am Alexander Taylor,” he said to the flames. 

They flared at the sound of his voice. 

“T am a true-silver dragon, and I have come to accept my destiny as a guardian 
of the good.” 

The flames sparked and twisted. 

“T have come to claim my true name.” 

The silver flames spread out in thin tendrils along the ground, moving and 
twisting as though drawn by an invisible hand. They blazed with a white-hot 
light and then faded in a flash until only a line of coals remained of the bonfire. 
The glowing lines spelled out a name on the ground. 

Alex took a step back. 

“Invictus,” he whispered. 

As soon as the name passed his lips, he felt power like he had never known 
before surge through him. It mended his broken ribs and healed his wounds. It 
filled him with a light so tangible he wondered why it wasn’t seeping through his 
skin. His true name echoed inside of him, melding into his bones and muscles. 
He was whole. 

Without a thought, he transformed into his truest self: a giant, true-silver 
dragon. His claws gouged great trenches into the ground beneath him. His tail 
broke through the tunnel behind him. His wings snapped open and he launched 
himself into the air. His roar shattered the sky. 





Alex opened his eyes, surprised to see he was eye-to-eye with Salinor. He 
thought his transformation had been part of the vision quest, but now he saw he 
had changed in reality as well. In his true-silver dragon form, he was nearly as 
tall and as large as Salinor, the most ancient of all dragons. 

Salinor bowed his head. Welcome, brother, he said in Alex’s mind. 

Salinor , Alex replied. I would have lost myself today if you had not shown me 
the truth. Long ago, you trusted me enough to share your name with me. I wish 
to do the same. 

It is not necessary— 

It is , Alex said. My name is Invictus. 


Salinor bowed his head again. I am honored to meet you, Invictus, darloch est 
messer. He spread his wings and his shadow fell over Alex. I name you guardian 
of the wall between the living and the dead. 

Alex’s breath left him in a rush. You want me to guard the wall? Even after I 
cracked it? 

It is because you cracked it that you are the only one who can restore it to 
wholeness. The power is within you. As guardian, you need only reach out and 
make whole what was broken. 

Alex looked down at the crumbling section of the wall. It seemed such a small 
crack, but it had resulted in great damage. If he could fix it, he would. He had to. 

But first , Salinor said, you must return the evil that has escaped to the 
shadowlands, where it belongs. 

How? 

Defeat Gaylan. Defeat Zain. Destroy the Brotherhood. Then you will be able 
to mend the wall. 

Alex nodded. I will not fail you, my brother. 

Alex gathered all his strength and his dragon magic and then sprang into the 
air, his wings spread wide. He soared over the wall and saw a black streak of ash 
marking the gray lands below him. Zain had left devastation in his wake, which 
made it easy for Alex to follow the path toward a distant hilltop, where a speck 
of light was twinkling like a fallen star. 

As Alex drew closer, he saw that the light was actually coming through the 
open shutters leading into Gaylan’s headquarters. He remembered the two large 
windows on either side of the room and that the one connected to the gray lands 
was only one-way. The glass separating the portal had been shattered, blown 
through by Zain as he crossed over. As Alex flew through the same portal, he 
transformed from his dragon form back into a man. He landed hard and rolled to 
his feet, one hand on the axe at his belt, the other stretched out in front of him, a 
defensive spell tingling in his fingertips. 

The spell remained uncast. 

The room appeared empty, although Alex knew it was not. Gaylan and Zain 
had to be hiding somewhere. Shards of glass from the broken portal lay scatted 
across the floor of the main room. Alex took a step forward, careful not to step 
on any of the glass. He didn’t want the sound of a crack to alert his enemies of 
his arrival. A door near the back of the room was ajar, and Alex made his way 
toward it. 

He positioned himself near the entrance, but didn’t enter. 

“My lord,” Alex heard Gaylan say. “I am at your service.” 

“You have done well,” Zain said. “The Brotherhood has flourished under your 


leadership and care.” 

“Thank you, my lord,” Gaylan said. “I am honored by your trust in me.” 

Alex tightened his grip on the axe. Anger rose up in his chest. Gaylan had 
killed Whalen. Zain had plans to destroy the world. The Brotherhood had 
brought nothing but misery and evil to the known lands. Every bit of power that 
Alex possessed screamed at him to rush into the room and put an end to this 
once and for all. But he waited. He knew from experience that it wasn’t always 
wise to be led by his anger. It appeared he still had the element of surprise on his 
side. That was an advantage worth holding on to. 

“There is still one more service you can render for me,” Zain said. His voice 
sounded strange to Alex’s ear. It was thin and whispery, as though Zain was 
merely a shadow of his former self. 

Alex moved closer to the door and peered through the opening. He was careful 
not to reveal himself to the men inside the room. 

Gaylan knelt on the floor, his robes spread around him like a black puddle of 
oil. Zain hovered in front of him. Alex blinked, and looked again. Yes, Zain was 
actually hovering. When Alex had confronted Zain on the other side of the wall, 
Zain had appeared solid. He had fought and attacked like a real person, but the 
Zain on this side of the wall was more ghost than man. The edges of his body 
were fuzzy and indistinct. He seemed to drift on a breeze that Alex couldn’t feel. 
The faint light in the room shone through him. 

“How may I serve you, my lord?” Gaylan asked, bowing his head. “Ask, and I 
will obey.” 

“My soul has escaped death, but my body has long since turned to dust. 
Without a new one, I am not nearly as powerful as I need to be.” 

Gaylan looked up at Zain. “My lord?” 

“You are young and strong. You are powerful in your own right. Together, we 
would be unstoppable.” 

Alex’s anger turned white-hot. Everything about this felt wrong to Alex. 
Dangerously wrong. He had to put a stop to it. Now. 

“Wait!” Alex’s O’Gash said with sudden clarity. 

Alex looked down at the axe in his hand. He had grown accustomed to its 
weight and to its power. He felt connected to it in the same way he felt 
connected to Moon Slayer and to his staff. It was a part of him, and as he felt the 
power in the axe surge into his body, his mind cleared and a plan began to form 
itself in his mind. 

“T understand, my lord,” Gaylan said. He threw back his head and opened his 
arms wide. 

Zain’s eyes glittered and a cold smile crossed his face. He nodded and then his 


ghostly form swooped down and melted into Gaylan’s body. 

Gaylan screamed and his body shook. He fell forward, bracing himself against 
the floor with his hands. His head dropped, and Alex saw blood trickling from 
his mouth. 

“My lord?” Gaylan’s voice rasped in his throat. 

“T am here.” Zain’s voice emerged from Gaylan’s mouth. 

Alex shuddered. He had never seen anything like this on any of his previous 
adventures, and there was a terrible wrongness to it that made the hair on the 
back of his neck stand up. 

“Sleep now,” Zain said. “I will summon you if I need you, but for now, I must 
learn how to control this new body of mine.” 

Gaylan’s head bobbed as if he were a puppet on a string, and then his eyes 
rolled back in his head. When they cleared, they were glowing red, just as they 
had been when Zain and Alex had fought. 

Now! Alex’s O’Gash yelled, and Alex burst into the room. 

Zain turned his head in surprise. “You!” he spat. “You can’t be here! You 
should be rotting on the other side of the wall.” 

“So should you,” Alex said. He summoned his newfound power as a true- 
silver dragon guardian and channeled it all into the Axe of Sundering. 
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The weapon responded immediately, bursting with a white light. A low hum 
filled the room as energy crackled from the blade’s edge. 

Zain lifted his hand and pointed it at Alex, but Alex was faster. 

He gestured with his free hand, curling his fingers into a fist and then using his 
magic to throw Zain back against the wall. 

The dark wizard hit the wood with a thud, and then fell to his knees on the 
floor. He looked up at Alex, his red eyes glowing brighter than before. He pulled 
his lips back in a snarl. “You are a persistent little fly, but my patience with you 
has worn thin.” 

Alex took a step forward, his hand still pointing at Zain, keeping him pinned 
to the floor. 

“You couldn’t defeat me when I was a spirit on the other side of the wall. Now 
that I have Gaylan’s body and have added Gaylan’s power to my own, I am 
indestructible. No one can defeat me now.” 

Alex clenched his teeth and tightened his hold on Zain. He could feel Zain 
using his own magic to test the limits of the binding spell. He was strong— 
stronger than Alex thought possible—but if Alex had learned anything during 
his adventures it was that honor and goodness were always stronger than evil. 

“T’m not sure if I thanked you properly for breaking the wall for me,” Zain 
said. The veins in his neck throbbed with the dark wizard’s efforts to find a weak 
spot in Alex’s spell. “With the spirits of the dead now free, I will be able to add 
them to the Brotherhood, and my army—my power—will grow.” 

Alex took another step forward. The Axe still blazed in his hand, and the 
power it contained both anchored him and strengthened him. The plan Alex had 
in mind would work; he was sure of it. 

“You are nothing,” Zain spat. “You are nobody, and I will crush you beneath 
my boot heel.” 

Alex finally spoke one simple word: “No.” 

The red light flickered in Zain’s eyes and an expression of uncertainty crossed 
his face. 

“You believe that because you are powerful that you will win,” Alex said. He 


stood in front of Zain and looked down at the dark wizard on his knees. “You 
believe that because you want something that you should get it. You believe that 
because you hold yourself in such high esteem that you can force others to bow 
to your will.” 

Zain tried to scuttle away from Alex, but he couldn’t move. His red eyes lost 
their glow and returned to a normal shade of blue. 

Alex shook his head. “But let me tell you what I know. I know that power 
should be used for good. I know that an honorable man is willing to make 
sacrifices for others. And I know that helping others creates strong friendships 
and lasting loyalty.” 

Zain opened his mouth, but no words came out. His shoulders slumped as 
Alex tightened his spell around the dark wizard. 

Alex locked the binding spell and then held the Axe of Sundering with both 
hands. “And I know that evil will never win so long as there are good men 
willing to stand up for what is right.” 

He felt a deep calm in the center of his being. He had faced many enemies and 
fought in many battles, but this fight was different. This one felt more important 
than all the others. The fate of the known lands hung in the balance, and Alex 
knew what he had to do. 

One last time, he swung the glowing Axe of Sundering in a wide arc. 

A loud crack sounded in the small room and Zain’s head rolled to a stop at 
Alex’s feet, his body falling to the ground. 

Both the head and the body began to turn gray, then black, before they 
disintegrated into powder and ash. Even the wizard’s robes were gone. 

Gaylan’s body had been destroyed. Zain’s soul had been destroyed. 

Alex had cut off the head of the snake that was the Brotherhood, and the evil it 
had spread across the known lands would now wither and die. 

He slipped the Axe into his belt and bowed his head. Alex thought he would 
feel a sense of triumph at the victory, but he mostly felt sad inside. He was sad 
that Gaylan and Zain had spent so much of their lives and their energy pursuing 
power. He couldn’t help but wonder what they might have been capable of if 
they had decided to be men of honor instead of men of evil. 

The ground rumbled beneath Alex’s feet. A crack appeared in the floor, 
zigzagging its way towards the door and up the walls. Dust and bits of plaster 
rained down from the ceiling. Alex looked around in alarm. 

Gaylan’s recreation of the Golden Swan began crumbling around the edges. 
Alex wondered if the actual tavern was experiencing the same damage. He 
hoped not. Alex ran back into the main room. The cracks in the floor and the 
walls continued to spread throughout the building. 


Alex saw a pile of gray ash on the floor. It was where Magnus’s body had 
fallen after Gaylan had punished him. Alex smiled grimly. It appeared he had 
been right in thinking that the power of the Brotherhood had been broken, and 
those who had served its evil purposes would suffer the same fate as Gaylan and 
Zain. 

The building was collapsing around him. He had to find a way to escape. The 
two large windows on either side of the room trembled in their frames. The one 
leading to the shadowlands was already shattered and fractured, but the one 
holding all the gateway images of the known lands was still intact. 

Just as Alex took a step toward it, the window exploded, showering him with 
sharp shards of colored glass. He twisted away and put his hands up to protect 
his face and head. Some of the shards still cut into him and he felt small trickles 
of blood on his back and legs. 

He looked up and his gaze was caught by the scene he saw through the 
window that connected the tavern to the shadowlands. Alex could see the silvery 
sheen of Salinor’s scales in the distance. And next to the dragon was a long, 
flowing shadow pouring through the cracked wall. The spirits of the dead were 
returning to the shadowlands. 

Alex smiled. Here was more evidence that the Brotherhood’s evil had been 
broken. 

It is time, Salinor’s voice spoke in Alex’s head. Time to mend the wall. 

Alex nodded, even though he was alone in the room. He ran towards the 
window. Gaylan had said it was one-way only, but Gaylan had never anticipated 
the power of a guardian. 

Alex jumped through the window and immediately transformed into his 
dragon form. He loved the feeling of freedom that came with the change. He 
pointed his snout toward the wall and beat his huge wings once, twice, three 
times—gaining speed with each downward thrust. 

In no time at all, he had reached the wall and touched down next to Salinor, 
folding his wings against his body. 

“You made swift work of the Brotherhood, I see,” Salinor said. 

“There was no time to waste,” Alex answered. He looked over the wall. “Have 
all those who belong to the shadowlands found their way home?” 

Salinor nodded. “I believe so.” 

“Then it is time for me to fix my mistake and mend the wall.” He had reached 
his claw out to gather the scattered stones when Salinor spoke. 

“A moment, if you please.” 

“What is it?” 

Salinor nodded at a figure approaching the wall from the shadowlands. 


“Perhaps there is one last task for you to do.” 

Alex looked down and saw it was Whalen. “My friend,” Alex said. “I am glad 
to see you are safe.” 

“Safe, yes,” Whalen said. “And grateful that the shadowlands have been set to 
rights again.” 

“Whalen, I cannot thank you enough for everything you have done for me. I 
wish Gaylan had not .. .” Alex stopped, sadness filling his throat. “You 
sacrificed your life for me.” 

“T would do it again,” Whalen said. 

“You are a loyal and true friend,” Alex said. “And a powerful force for good.” 

Whalen inclined his head. “I simply tried to do the right thing whenever I 
could.” 

“Its not fair—” Alex began, then stopped, an idea sparking in his mind. He 
looked from Whalen to Salinor. “Salinor, what exactly do my duties as guardian 
of the wall require from me?” 

Salinor seemed to smile, as if he knew what Alex was thinking. “You must 
protect the wall from any and all evil that might seek to break it. You must 
preserve the balance of light and darkness, and protect those who serve the light. 
You must swiftly answer any summons from any of the other guardians who call 
for you and help them to the best of your abilities. You must fight for honor, 
loyalty, and goodness the rest of your days.” 

Alex nodded slowly. “I can accept those responsibilities.” He smiled. “I 
learned how to do most of those on my adventures, after all.” 

Salinor laughed. “And I suspect you will learn even more on the adventures 
yet to come.” 

Alex tilted his head. “I thought being a guardian meant I couldn’t go on any 
more adventures.” 

“Not at all. Being a guardian simply means you have more responsibilities,” 
Salinor said. “But there is nothing stopping you from choosing to undertake 
another adventure.” 

Alex nodded. “I understand. And I am glad to know that I can still go on 
adventures. Though I think I will be taking a break from them for a while. I 
would like to spend some time learning how to be the best guardian I can be.” 

“T think that is wise,” Salinor said. “Now, ask me what you really wish to 
know.” 

Alex looked back to Whalen. “As guardian of the wall, am I allowed to make 
an exception? If I feel it is warranted?” 

“You are,” Salinor said. 

“And how might I make that happen? If I happened to find a soul worthy of 


granting access past the wall?” 

Salinor grinned and looked down at Whalen. “You simply invite that soul to 
join you on this side of the wall.” 

Alex nodded and turned to Whalen. “Master Whalen Vankin, you are the 
noblest, strongest, best wizard I know. The known lands still need you. If you 
wish to continue fighting alongside me, I will grant you access to cross the 
wall.” 

Whalen stood up straight with pride. “I do wish it, Alex. I believe there is 
much more for you to do, and I would be honored to continue to be your mentor 
and your friend.” 

“Then cross the wall, Master Vankin.” Alex gestured to the crack, glad for 
once that it was there. 

Whalen nodded and made his way through the broken stones. When he 
crossed the barrier, his wispy, ghostly form solidified back into a solid, normal 
man. Whalen looked down at his body, flexing his fingers and stretching his 
legs. “I feel like a new man,” he said with a laugh. “And my magic! It’s back. I 
am whole again.” 

Alex smiled, glad his friend had returned. 

“The wall?” Salinor prompted gently. 

“Oh, yes,” Alex said. He reached out his giant silver claws and scooped up the 
scattered and broken stones. He stacked them back into place on the wall’s 
foundation and sent a surge of power through his dragon’s leg and into his claws. 
The stones fused together, stronger than before. When he removed his claw, no 
hint of a crack remained. 

Alex transformed back into his human form and turned to Whalen. “That’s 
done.” 

“And done well,” Whalen said. 

Salinor nodded his approval. “Farewell, Master Taylor, Master Vankin,” he 
said. “Until we meet again.” The great dragon leaped into the air and flew away 
without another word. 

Alex watched until Salinor was a mere silver speck in the sky. And then even 
that disappeared from his sight. 

Whalen slapped him on the back and smiled. “I believe our work here is done, 
Master Taylor, wouldn’t you agree?” 

“For now,” Alex said with a smile. “For now.” 
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Alex stood at the end of a stone dock in the harbor of Valora. The sun was just 
rising in the east, and a gentle breeze was blowing out to sea. He could feel when 
Whalen approached, but he didn’t move or speak. 

“Early or late?” Whalen asked. 

“Early,” Alex answered, knowing what Whalen meant. “A little more than two 
hours ago.” 

“Darthon and his people will be happy to see that you’re back,” said Whalen. 

“Any word of Joshua and the other hostages?” Alex asked. 

“They reached the city three days ago,” Whalen answered. “Joshua’s been 
asking about you—where you were and when you’d be back. He was very 
worried about you going off to the black lands alone. I think he’s planned a 
mission to rescue you.” 

“There was no danger,” Alex answered. “I made a vow to return to the black 
lands and I had to keep it. Besides, I needed to retrieve Moon Slayer.” 

“And?” Whalen pressed. 

“The shadows are free at last,” Alex said. “The sea elves are free to return to 
their ancient homes.” 

“And your other friend, the dragon Jabez had enslaved?” 

“Flying south. It seems there are some fairly large islands there that the men of 
Jarro haven’t yet discovered.” 

“Good, that’s very good,” Whalen said softly and fell silent. 

The two wizards stood in silence, watching the sea until the sun was fully up. 
Dockworkers started to appear near the shore, and the city behind them began to 
wake. 

“So,” Whalen finally said. “What’s next, then?” 

“For you, or for me?” Alex questioned. 

“For both of us, I suppose,” said Whalen. 

“T imagine you’re ready to go home, at least for a time,” said Alex. 

“Yes, I am, even knowing what’s coming.” 

“What’s coming?” 

“There will be a lot of questions, Alex. Wild rumors, nervous talk, fear even,” 


Whalen said. “You’ve destroyed the Brotherhood, Alex. Powerful people all 
over the known lands have mysteriously vanished. People will want to know 
what happened.” 

“There may not be as many questions as you think,” Alex said, rubbing his 
chin. “And I think that most if not all of the questions should remain 
unanswered.” 

“Unanswered? How would that help?” 

Alex shrugged. “Powerful, well-known people have gone missing. What good 
could come from telling everyone that those who have gone missing were, in 
fact, evil?” Alex asked. “The Brotherhood was hidden for a reason. People won’t 
want to hear that the people they trusted were evil.” 

“No, I’m sure they don’t want to hear that,” Whalen agreed. 

“The council of wizards will need to know the truth, even if they don’t believe 
it, but other than that. . . . I just don’t see any good coming from telling everyone 
what really happened,” Alex said. 

“You’re right,” Whalen said. “This adventure of ours should remain mostly 
secret.” 

“Good,” Alex said. “Very good.” 

“When do we start for home?” Whalen asked. 

“T’m not going home,” Alex answered. “Not yet, anyway.” 

“Oh?” 

“Jabez left many evils and scars in Westland and in Jarro. They need to be 
healed.” 

“Time will heal them, Alex. It isn’t your task to undo all that Jabez did in this 
land,” Whalen said. 

“No, it’s not my task, but sometimes healing needs a little help,” said Alex. “I 
think the sea elves will also need some help.” 

“Yes, I think that’ s true,” Whalen said, a faint smile crossing his face. “I know 
of at least one elf who would be happy to have you stay for a time.” 

“What?” Alex asked. 

“T was just thinking, if you intend to stay in Jarro for a while, you might think 
of returning to Midland. Perhaps you could escort your friend Lupo to the oracle. 
I’m sure that would please him, and improve his chances of seeing the oracle,” 
Whalen said. 

“That would make Lupo happy, and it would give me a chance to explain why 
I had to lie to him. That would make me feel better, I think,” Alex said. 

“Yes, I’m sure that explaining things to Lupo would help you both,” Whalen 
replied, running his hand across his beard. 

“There is much to be done, here and in other lands. If the sea elves are to 


become dark elves once more, and if Westland and Jarro are to be at peace, well . 

“There is indeed much to do,” Whalen said. “And many new adventures as 
well.” 

“Oh, I still plan to go on adventures,” Alex said quickly. “I am an adventurer, 
after all.” 

“And going on adventures isn’t an easy thing to give up,” Whalen added. “Not 
even for an old man like me.” 

“You’re not that old,” Alex said, smiling at his friend. 

Whalen laughed. “I hope I live long enough to hear the stories of your future 
adventures told.” 

“Stories for another time,” Alex said as he and Whalen walked down the dock 
toward the city. “There will always be stories for another time.” 
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1. At the beginning of the story, Whalen Vankin appears and asks Alex several 
questions to make sure of his identity. If you and a friend were in a similar 
situation, what questions would your friend ask you? 

2. When Alex first meets Joshua, he senses almost immediately that he can be 
trusted. When you meet someone for the first time, are you usually more 
cautious or do you trust people from the beginning? 

3. During their voyages together, Alex notices Whalen is distracted at times, 
and Alex is concerned that Whalen is trying too hard to make sure his magic is 
hidden from Jabez. Have you ever had a problem that you’ ve tried to hide from 
your friends? Have you ever had a friend try to hide a problem from you? How 
did that turn out? 

4. To join the caravan, Whalen and Alex pretend to be merchants. If you were 
in their place, what part of being a merchant in a caravan would be interesting to 
you? What part would be boring? 

5. When Lupo first challenges Alex to practice sword fighting with him, he’s 
confident that he’s better than a merchant’s apprentice and is surprised by Alex’s 
skill. What hidden talents or skills do you have? Are there specific skills that you 
wish you had? 

6. In the cave of dreams, Alex sees several scenes that predict the future. If 
you were able to predict the future, would you rather see what would happen to 
you, to someone else, or to the world in general? 

7. As a dragon lord, Alex has learned that dragons have a true name that holds 
great power, and so they only share it with those they absolutely trust. Does your 
given name have any significance? If you could pick another name to call 
yourself, what would it be? 

8. After his battle with Zain, Alex finds himself facing the consequences of a 
true failure. What is his response? What should we do when we fail? 

9. The Axe of Sundering is unique because it is made entirely by magic. If you 
had the power to create anything at all with magic, what would it be—and why? 
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